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ABSTRACT
Weaver, Jamie Lynne. DMA. The University of Memphis. December, 2015. The Art of
Practicing for the Elementary and Middle School Violinist: Some Problems and Solutions
for Teachers. Major Professor: Dr. Janet K. Page.

This document examines the reasons young violin students struggle with
practicing and provides a unique solution based on the teachings of Galamian, Flesch,
and others. In a much broader sense, the document also addresses many of the common
technical issues that young violin students deal with. It begins with an overview of
foundational violin technique, including posture, stance, the bow hold, the left hand, and
how to hold the violin in position.
A detailed outline of best practices for the first year of lessons is also given.
Further chapters discuss the technique of the left hand and the bow hand in depth and
give exercises for students to practice when dealing with specific technical issues. In
response to a survey that was given, the fourth chapter covers common problems that
cause students to struggle with practicing and addresses ways that teachers can motivate
students to practice and help them be successful. When students are well set up and
comfortable on the instrument, they are much more likely to be motivated and to practice
successfully. A proper set up can be accomplished by teaching good, foundational
technique through the Suzuki method.
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INTRODUCTION

Ever since I was a young violin student I have known that I wanted to be a violin teacher.
I saw something in my own teachers that inspired me to interact with others in a similar
way. I never considered what the practical side of teaching would be. I only knew that I
loved to play the violin and that I could envision myself sharing that love with others.
The past ten years of teaching have been a lesson in the practical side of things. I have
learned much through trial and error, and have also been mentored and trained by great
teachers in my own playing as well as in the art of teaching. Learning to be a good
teacher is a process. After wrestling with several questions and finding that many
teachers deal with the same issues it occurred to me that a document that provided
answers to a few of these questions would be extremely useful. It has always been my
goal to become a better teacher through the research of this document, and to help others
by examining and collecting information pertinent to the teaching experience.
When I set out to write about teaching I was in a season of talking to my students
about practicing. I had just finished my doctoral course work, and with the extra time I
had gained it became my mission to figure out what seemed to be a universal problem of
students not practicing well or enough. I spent that year asking many questions of my
students to get to the bottom of each of their practice dilemmas. Although I discovered
many things through the process of talking to students, I knew that I needed to interview
teachers to find out what the common problems were. I created a survey that would ask
teachers about how they assign work, what they require of students, how they educate
and interact with parents, and how they enforce practicing in their studios. Through
reading the responses to the survey, I discovered an answer that I could not have
1

predicted. Teachers did mention some problems I had anticipated, such as busyness,
uninvolved parents, etc., but the answer I least expected was what became the foundation
of this document. Almost every teacher commented on the way being improperly set up
or feeling uncomfortable on the violin caused his or her students to avoid practicing.
Teachers believed that if students could conquer these technical issues, practicing would
improve. Based on those responses, I set out to write about the foundational issues
surrounding initial set up of violin students: the basic elements of posture and the
techniques of the bow hand and the left hand.
The document is not what I initially imagined it to be, but I am sure that is the
case for most written works. After much research and experimentation, I now believe that
if students are set up well, and if certain foundational principles are implemented at the
beginning, students can learn to practice successfully. The following chapters will cover
what this means in detail by discussing methods for teachers and providing exercises that
deal with common technical problems.
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CHAPTER 1
THE FOUNDATION

The great teachers of the past had definitive ideas about technique. Some, like Carl
Flesch, Ivan Galamian, and Leopold Mozart, wrote down their ideas to pass on to future
generations. Some of those ideas have been misunderstood in our time, and others have
been ignored or replaced with new ideas.
Since many young students are studying the violin with a great range of goals and
dreams, some confusion has been created about what is standard practice. Many ideas are
passed on through personal experience, training within a particular method, or just
through observation. In my own teaching I have felt somewhat lost, not being able to sift
through the great many ideas that I have inherited. Only recently have I been able to
identify what is historically considered to be foundational violin technique. It is important
to examine the wisdom of the famous teachers, and to compare our modern ideas with
theirs so as to check our own teaching. It is never too late to learn from the masters.
It is possible, according to Flesch, that teachers have come up with ideas from
observing great violinists play or based on interpretations of what their own teachers said,
or they have created rules of technique to correct one student’s unique issue; those ideas
have been passed on as standard technique when they should be examined more closely.
Carl Flesch said it this way: “A great violinist will tend to acquire and cultivate habits
based on his specific personal idiosyncrasies. It may happen that these are elevated by the
next generation to a tradition—a highly unsatisfactory state of affairs, for any school
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should be based on principles that are UNIVERSALLY valid.”1 I know my own teaching
has been greatly influenced by the way I was taught, and it was not until recently that I
checked myself against historical sources such as Galamian and Flesch.
It is impossible to cover every aspect of violin technique, so this chapter will
focus on what to do during the first year of lessons and discuss how to teach posture and
aural skills. My goal is to develop students who are capable of practicing independently,
as well as parents who are equipped to practice with students who are not yet advanced
enough to work on their own. Every student will encounter problems as he grows, and
issues may develop after a student has played for a few years. Teachers can deal with
technical struggles as they surface, and also teach in a way that allows the student to
avoid future problems. The first lessons have a great influence on a child's ability to
become successful at practicing. Therefore, I would like to discuss the basic ideas of
posture and aural skills, and follow by sharing what I believe is essential to the first year
of lessons.
Posture
Body mapping
One of the first things that a young student should learn is to be aware of his own
body. There is something in our brains that allows us to “map” our movement and we are
hard wired from birth “to build and adjust our body maps.”2 Jennifer Johnson cites
Professor Richard Nichols’ description of the process and its possible good and bad
effects:
1

Carl Flesch, The Art of Violin Playing, Book one, ed. and trans. Eric Rosenblith (New
York: Carl Fischer, 2000), vi.
2

Jennifer Johnson, What Every Violinist Needs to Know about the Body (Chicago: GIA
Publications, 2009), 14.
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The maps in the executive areas of the cortex that represent the anatomy of the
body are clearly dependent upon the motor and sensory experiences of the
individual. In the case of a highly trained artist such as a musician, it is expected
that the cortical areas become reorganized [a new “body map” created] in a way
that reflects the motor planning practices of that individual ... Some motor
practices can, however, lead to pathological changes in the musculoskeletal
system, such as tendonitis or carpal tunnel syndrome. If movement is based on an
inaccurate knowledge or perception about the anatomy of the body, then
pathologic changes can result.3
These “body maps” form early on as children learn to stand, walk, and move.4 Imitation
is part of this process. Children learn basic motions such as how to walk, move, and pick
up objects, by observing adults. While that sort of imitation is positive, children can also
reflect the tension and incorrect posture of adults and develop ill-informed ideas of how
their bodies are designed to feel and move. Although imitation of poor posture is
problematic, the ability of children to imitate is also our greatest asset in teaching,
because by imitation a proper body map can be created and bad posture or tense
movement corrected.
Jennifer Johnson delves into all of this in her book What Every Violinist Needs to
Know about the Body. What should we do when we encounter a student with faulty
“body mapping”? Johnson describes the process of re-mapping as one of “modeling,
verbal coaching, and inquiry.”5 This is similar to the way a student is taught how to play
a note in tune. First, by showing him where to place the finger, coaching him on how to
move it flat or sharp, and then by asking thought-provoking questions to help him
recognize his intonation on his own.

3

Ibid., 15.

4

Ibid., 14.

5

Ibid., 2.
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The first step, then, is to recognize that a student has tension in one or more areas.
This is usually not difficult for teachers, since that tension often results in technical
difficulties. We can, however, look for tension before those difficulties arise, and help
students to develop physical awareness in a way that prevents technical issues as the
student matures. After describing how to hold the violin and bow and the elements of
basic posture in detail in his Treatise on the Fundamentals of Violin Playing, Leopold
Mozart says, “A sensible teacher will ... perpetually observe the whole position of the
beginner so that he may not overlook the smallest fault; for by degrees this will become
an iron habit which can never be overcome.”6 Before reading this, I wondered if the
teachers of old only trained up the most talented of students. To some extent, I think it is
true that more young children are learning the violin now as an activity without a specific
goal of making it a career.
For this reason, I wondered if the young students of Mozart, Auer and even the
more recent master Galamian were immune to the struggles of posture, but it seems from
the Father Mozart’s observations that this was not the case. I imagine many teachers who
have taken on a transfer student have felt the way the son, Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart,
expressed in this letter regarding a piano-forte student:
As soon as I can, I shall have the sonata which I have written for Mlle Cannabich
copied out on small paper and shall send it to my sister. I began to teach it to Mlle
Rosa three days ago. We finished the opening Allegro today. The Andante will
give us most trouble, for it is full of expression and must be played accurately and
with the exact shades of forte and piano, precisely as they are marked. She is very
smart and learns very easily. Her right hand is very good, but her left,
unfortunately, is completely ruined ... For she has got into the habit of doing what
she does, because no one has ever shown her any other way. I have told her
mother, and I have told her too, that if I were her regular teacher, I would lock up
all her music, cover the keys with a handkerchief and make her practice, first with
6

Leopold Mozart, A Treatise on the Fundamental Principles of Violin Playing, trans. and
ed. Editha Knocker (London: Oxford University Press, 1948), 61.
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the right and then with the left, nothing but passages, trills, mordants and so forth,
very slowly at first, until each hand should be thoroughly trained. I would then
undertake to turn her into a first-rate clavierist.7
Leopold Mozart cautions teachers to be observant of each student’s posture in order to
keep him from developing bad habits that are very difficult to correct later. Of course,
many students of Mozart’s time learned an instrument for social reasons and they were
certainly not all talented performers. It was just as important then as it is now to carefully
monitor students from the beginning.
Another reason for monitoring posture is that students who develop tension will
have great difficulty playing advanced pieces. To teach the pieces of the repertoire
without carefully developing a relaxed playing position, including the form of the left
hand and bow hand, would be a disservice to the student. In the Suzuki teaching world,
many students quit the violin around volume 4, which contains several concerti by
Antonio Vivaldi. Since the Suzuki curriculum is sequential, with new techniques added in
each piece, some students can make it through the first four books even if they have
tension and poor posture. The pieces in volume 4, however, reach a point at which
tension hinders any further technical development. Perhaps teachers should consider that
the reason for this road block may not be the difficulty of the concerti, but could be that
those students were allowed to be tense from the beginning and finally reached a level of
playing at which their left hand could not function well, creating frustration.8 In the
section on the first year of lessons I will discuss exactly how to monitor tension.

Alfred Mann and Mario R. Mercado, “Mozart as a Teacher,” Music Associates of
America, accessed October 20, 2015,
http://www.musicassociatesofamerica.com/madamina/1991/mozartasteacher.html.
7

Edward Kreitman, “Suzuki Violin, Unit 1” (lectures, PhoenixPhest Grande, Eastern
Michigan University, July 26–August 2, 2015). This series of lectures took place at the
8
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It is important for teachers of the violin to understand how their own bodies are
designed. When a teacher says to her student, “Plant your feet firmly,” is she encouraging
him to move in a way that is in line with his natural design, or to go against it? By using
the word “firm,” she might inadvertently encourage the student to stand in a tense manner
with a sense of pushing down on his feet. The teacher could say instead, “feel grounded
as your feet connect to the floor,” which would encourage him to be aware of his lower
body without adding tension to it.
Statements made to students should be physically accurate in the sense that they
represent the motion or stance the teacher is asking for.9 The same is true for the phrase
“stop the bow,” since we actually do not force it, but allow the bow to stop by the natural
friction between it and the string.10 Perhaps the teacher means that the student should stop
moving the bow, but the word “stop” encourages the student to make a sudden clenching
motion with the arm, which is not the intention of the teacher. A better phrase would be
“allow the bow to stop.”11 The concept of speaking in a way that matches what the body
is actually doing goes far beyond making students relaxed or comfortable.
The student might adopt a new way of moving from imitating a teacher’s tensionfilled motion, or after hearing words that wrongly describe a motion. Once the student
perceives that the motion should happen a certain way, although that way may be
unnatural, he will adopt the motion. The neurological pathways of the brain will change,

PhoenixPhest Grande Suzuki Institute and served as training for teachers of the Suzuki method.
These particular lectures were part of the training for violin, volume 1.
9

Johnson, What Every Violinist Needs to Know, 13.

10

Kreitman, “Suzuki Violin, Unit 1” (lectures, July 26–August 2, 2015).

11

Kreitman, “Suzuki Violin, Unit 1” (lecture, July 30, 2015).
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causing the student to remember the feeling of the incorrect movement and repeat it,
which can lead to problems such as tendonitis and carpal tunnel syndrome as mentioned
above. If you continually do something that contradicts the body’s design, you can cause
damage. A student can become frustrated in what he thinks is lack of ability, when he has
incorrect body mapping which causes him to move unnaturally.
I am as guilty as anyone of giving my instructions in a way that does not match
what I actually do when I play my violin. I say one thing, but when I demonstrate, it
looks different. My students will most likely not perceive these small and technically
advanced differences when I play so they will follow my spoken and written instructions.
An example of this is my method for teaching string crossings. Until recently, I have
instructed my students to place their bow silently on the E string, directly in the middle of
the bow, and to rock the bow to the A, D, and G string without making a sound, simply
by raising the wrist and following with the elbow. Since the student is not actually
playing, a distinct motion from one string to the next is developed and she becomes
aware of the bow arm levels for each string.
While this is an important lesson for beginning students, there is a whole other
element of string crossing that has been left out: the act of preparing the bow before it
crosses the string. Because I expected my students to prepare the bow prior to the string
crossing, but I told them to move it quickly to the next string, they learned an incorrect
body map for the motion I was teaching them. Instead of changing the angle of the arm
gradually on the previous bow, they learned to move the arm suddenly to the new string
level at the last minute. I should have explained that the bow should gradually move
closer to the new string while the old string is still being played, then cross the remaining

9

distance at the last second. It is so important as a teacher to evaluate what you say and try
it yourself to make sure you are articulating what you actually do, and that what you do
and what you are saying is in line with how the body is designed. This is not to say that
every motion related to playing the violin is natural. There are many that go against the
body’s natural design—for example, holding your arms suspended and in front of the
body for an extended period of time. Because many aspects of playing the violin are
unnatural, it is essential to adjust, as much as the required position allows, to the body’s
natural design and to perform motions in the best way possible.
A student can be taught correct “body maps” from the beginning. But, it is also
important to equip students to monitor their own body maps so that as they get older, they
can practice effectively at home. One way to help students learn to monitor their
unconscious movements is to encourage and engage their sense of kinesthesia. Young
children are often not aware of their body or its movement. Just picture a four-year-old
wiggling and moving, running into things and knocking things over as he goes. That child
is not conscious of his space or how his body is interacting with objects and people
around him. The teacher could use the phrase “did you notice?” to make the student
aware of a motion or physical feeling. For example, “did you notice that your bow was
connected to the string that time?” or “did you notice how that felt?” There are different
areas of awareness to which the teacher can draw attention. Some of the more obvious are
visual, physical, and aural awareness.12 By bringing attention to how the student is

12

Edward Kreitman, Teaching With an Open Heart: A Guide to Developing Conscious
Musicianship for Suzuki Parents, Teachers, and Students (Western Springs, IL: Western Springs
School of Talent Education, 2010), 33.
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moving or how his body likely feels while performing a certain motion, the teacher can
help him learn how to repeat that motion until it becomes automatic.
Since most children are not kinesthetically aware, they must be taught to notice
what their body is doing. I prescribe a simple exercise to make them aware of their
movement “imagination.” Johnson provides such an exercise in What Every Violinist
Needs to Know about the Body.
1. Have the student hold his hand in the air so that he cannot see it. Tell
him to wiggle his fingers without any of them touching one another.
2. Point out that he is not using any of the five senses, and yet is still
receiving information about the movement of his fingers.
a. He can identify how fast his fingers are moving
b. He can tell whether they are moving side to side or
forward and backward.
c. He can sense if the movement is easy and fluid or stiff
and tense.
d. He can tell if he is using the wrist or just the fingers.
e. He can feel where the finger bones are in relation to one
another.13
Kinesthetic awareness could be discussed much further, but for the purpose of helping
students deal with technical issues, an introduction to the idea and constant checking by
the teacher should help tremendously. Awareness of the body is an ongoing process that
students should be taught from the beginning.
Stance
The first specific element of posture that should be addressed with a beginning
student is stance. If children are not told where to place their feet, they will likely not
even be aware of what they are doing. Based on observing other teachers who use a foot
chart and through the Suzuki training I have had, I choose to use a foot chart for the first

13

Johnson, What Every Violinist Needs to Know, 24.
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year of lessons, or until the student can easily find his stance on his own. The foot chart
gives students something reliable with which they can measure the exact position of the
feet and is especially helpful for the purpose of home practice. This chart is a tracing of
the student’s feet on a large poster board or file folder. The feet are traced in rest position,
with the two feet naturally side by side. If the student’s feet turn out slightly, with heels
nearly touching, in his natural standing position, then they should be traced that way. The
foot chart should not be the same for every student. Once the rest position feet have been
traced, the left foot should be traced a second time to show where to place it when the
student stands ready to play. A good position for balance is to measure the feet shoulder
width apart. The student may step to the side with his left foot, and when he appears to be
standing in a natural and comfortable way, the teacher may trace that foot in a different
color.14
Ivan Galamian, teacher of many great artists, says simply, “How to stand or to sit
should not be the object of exact prescriptions other than that the player should feel at
ease.”15 This statement might seem to conflict with the use of a foot chart, but if each
child’s natural stance is traced as a means of helping him remember, the chart will only
serve as an aid to help him feel “at ease,” as Galamian said.16 Young students may not
know their bodies well enough to know whether they are at ease, so it is the teacher’s job
to find what that means using her knowledge of the body’s natural design. Many teachers
break down into further detail the principle of standing in a balanced way. But although

14

Kreitman, “Suzuki Violin, Unit 1” (Lecture, July 30, 2015).

15

Ivan Galamian, Principles of Violin Playing & Teaching, 3rd ed. (Englewood Cliffs,
NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1985), 12.
16

Ibid.
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the method books that contain this information were written to share helpful ideas, this is
an issue about which one could be too specific. For example, Jack Pernecky suggests in
Teaching the Fundamentals of Violin Playing that the right foot should move out and
considerably backward from a “V” position, creating an imaginary line from heel to
heel.17 If one were to take this way of standing and insist that all students adopt it, some
would be at ease and some would not, according to their personal, physical makeup. That
is not to say that Pernecky's idea is a bad one, but it will not work for all students. For
example, if a student’s hips were slightly off balance, with one higher than the other, it
could be uncomfortable to step backward with the right foot, putting weight on the right
hip. For such a student, standing equally balanced with feet parallel and below the
shoulders would be a more comfortable position.
In contrast to these highly detailed methods, Galamian was adamantly against
having a specific rule for how to stand or hold the instrument. If you abide by his theory
that it is best to let each violinist stand and hold the violin according to what works for
his own body, then the idea of kinesthetic awareness is even more important. Galamian
gives suggestions on how to hold the instrument according to body type, but ultimately
the decision is left to the teacher. According to Galamian, there are a few rules that apply
to all students: natural movement when standing in playing position is acceptable, but
should be limited to what helps the music; it is always better for the scroll to be held
higher rather than lower; the chin should be used to support the violin, especially when
shifting; and the fingers should be the determining factor as to where to place the left

17

Jack Pernecky, Teaching the Fundamentals of Violin Playing, ed. Lorriane Fink
(Miami: Summy-Birchard, 1998), 17.
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elbow. These principles contribute to a relaxed playing position and Galamian’s belief
that above all else, “the player should feel at ease.”18
Holding the violin
Posture is not just about stance, but includes the violin position as well. The first
thing a student should be shown after he can stand with his feet on the foot chart and
remain still and calm is how to hold the violin under the chin. Some teachers, Edward
Kreitman for example, begin with a “box violin” made of simple materials to simulate the
weight and feel of holding a violin without the worry for the parent or student of
dropping or injuring the instrument. Kreitman suggests using a cake mix so that the box
has weight similar to that of the child’s violin. The width should also be a good fit for the
height of the child’s neck. If the child is going to play a one-sixteenth size violin, the box
would be smaller and lighter than for a child who was going to play a one-eighth size, for
example.19 The use of a box violin is unique to the Suzuki Method because of the young
age at which a student begins lessons. If a student was seven or eight years old, he might
skip this step and begin right away with the instrument.
There is nothing complicated about the box violin phase. The goal is simply to get
the student comfortable with holding something under his chin. Once he can hold the box
violin for two minutes, he is ready to exchange it for the real instrument. The child’s first
instrument can be outfitted with a soft sponge or a small shoulder rest. I prefer a sponge
because it allows the child to hold the violin at the correct angle, regardless of the shape
of his or her shoulder bone. A shoulder rest is curved in such a way as to force one

18

Galamian, Principles of Violin, 13–14.

19

Kreitman, “Suzuki Violin, Unit 1” (lecture, July 29, 2015).
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specific position, one that may not work for every student.20 At first, the teacher should
place the violin under the student’s chin, carefully finding the place where the shoulder is
covered by the instrument. When the student is practicing at home, the parent should
place the violin. It is much easier for another person to see where the instrument is being
placed, and as the child feels it in the same place every time, he will eventually learn
what the correct position feels like.21
The child should look towards the bridge, using his chin to hold up the violin (see
Figure 1.1). There are a few things to watch for during this stage: the student will need to
be encouraged to keep his shoulder covered (by the violin) so that the violin does not slip
down; his head will likely not stay turned toward the bridge, and he will need to be
reminded about his foot placement once he starts thinking about the instrument. One way
to keep the student from forgetting the feet is to instruct him to align the scroll of the
violin with his left foot, which also prevents the upper body from twisting. These are all
elements of learning how to stand in playing position, and it is essential that the student
master them before moving on to actually playing the instrument.
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Figure 1.1. Violin position. Edward Kreitman, Teaching from the Balance Point: A Guide
for Suzuki Parents, Teachers and Students (Western Springs, IL: Western Springs School
of Talent Education, 1998), 29.

As the student grows, he will need to exchange the violin for a larger one. The
teacher should observe the octave frame of the left hand, as well as the length of the
child’s neck and arms, as she evaluates when it is appropriate to move up to a larger size
violin. In addition to exchanging the instrument, modifications can be made to the chin
rest if the child’s neck grows faster than his fingers. The type of chin rest, size of the
violin, and use of a sponge or shoulder rest should always be determined by the needs of
the individual student. As Kreitman says, “we must find the right combination of violin,
position, shoulder, pad, and chin rest that will allow the child to have a beautifully
balanced and comfortable set up.” 22
The violin position is extremely important because the student must learn to
support the violin from somewhere other than the left hand, namely the chin. Kreitman
says, “I find that if any holding is going on in the left hand, the tension produced will
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inhibit the child from playing with a relaxed left hand, shifting comfortably, or having a
beautiful vibrato.”23 Isn’t it essential, then, for the student to learn to hold the violin with
his chin from the beginning? He can either be set up for left hand success by learning to
hold the violin with his chin, or he can be allowed to develop tension that will need to be
fixed later before he can learn to shift or use vibrato. I believe the first option is much
more appealing for the student and the teacher.
There is also the issue of necessary tension. If a violinist bends his knees and uses
his legs to support the upper body, the muscles in the legs will be tense. That kind of
tension is necessary to create relaxation in other areas of the body such as the neck and
shoulders. When the teacher is evaluating tension in the student, she should observe
whether the parts of the body that should be supportive possess this right kind of tension.
In Indirect Procedures: A Musician’s Guide to the Alexander Technique, Pedro de
Alcantara says, “When somebody complains of tension, he really means too much
tension, or, more precisely, the wrong kind and amount of tension, in the wrong places,
for the wrong length of time. In itself tension is not negative.”24 Too much tension in the
left hand can be avoided by supporting the body with large muscles in the legs as well as
proper chin position.
When a student learns to stand in a balanced and relaxed way he will gain
freedom of motion in his arms, shoulders, and neck, and open himself up to many
possibilities when it comes to technical aspirations and movements that enhance his
playing. This is my goal as a teacher: to see students develop correct alignment so they
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are set free from difficulties caused by poor posture, lack of understanding, and
unnecessary tension.
Aural Skills
In my own teaching, I begin by teaching aural skills before I have the student
place the bow on the string. If the time is taken to allow the aural skill to develop, the
student will have an understanding that he can build on later. Even Leopold Mozart
insisted on an understanding of rhythm before a student picked up the violin. He wanted
his students to learn meters, proper tempos for different characters, and rhythm. Mozart's
explanation of these things was quite thorough.25 Although he required his students to
read the rhythms, while I ask mine to internalize and hear them, the principle is the same.
Rhythm is a foundational element that every young student must learn.
The students that I start tend to be seven years old or younger. Even if a student is
older than seven years, I believe some kind of preparation is necessary before the student
takes the violin and bow in hand. The closest I could find to a written explanation of how
to prepare a new student to play was in a chapter entitled “The Preparatory Period,” in
Jack Pernecky’s Teaching the Fundamentals of Violin Playing. Pernecky says, “It is
recommended that the beginning stage also contain a pedagogy that develops musical
learning and integrates it with skill development. Musical learning is defined here in
terms of aural skills (ear training) and rhythm development which is used to guide the
movement of left hand and bowing actions.”26
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Pernecky’s method is a mix of traditional teaching and Suzuki pedagogy, and
perhaps this is why he provides additional resources geared toward younger students.
Pernecky gives a short appendix in which he describes “the Dalcroze method” of learning
rhythm and pitch. This covers the theory that children should clap, tap, and move to learn
rhythm and that they should sing with words or syllables to learn tonal relationships.
Pernecky does not give any examples of exercises, but instead suggests that “since this is
a flexible program, teachers can use their own repertoire and work these into an
interesting Dalcroze-type program”27 Dalcroze was a professor of harmony at the
Conservatory in Geneva in 1892 who developed ear training games to help his students
hear pitch and have an internal sense of rhythm.28 I have known many Suzuki teachers to
use this concept by putting words to pieces and rhythms and having students clap and
sing.
Children pick up on rhythms and pitches at their own pace. Because each child is
unique, it is important for the teacher to spend as much time as needed mastering the
basic step of hearing rhythms before moving on to setting up the instrument. According
to William and Constance Starr, “We teachers and parents need to keep reminding
ourselves that all children mature at different rates, and that assignments and
expectations should reflect these differences.”29
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The learning of aural skills does not involve picking up the violin at all. There are
two sides to aural skills: rhythm and pitch. The first step is to teach the student to clap
basic rhythmic patterns, either using those outlined in the Suzuki method or others as
determined by the teacher. 30 I encourage all of my beginner students, especially in their
first six to twelve lessons, to stand with their feet in play position (using the foot chart)
and clap each rhythm. It is to be expected that the child will not be able to keep tempo or
clap steadily at first, but through many repetitions, he can become skilled at this first
exercise. Suzuki’s volume 1 presents five introductory rhythms in the form of variations
on “Twinkle” entitled variations A, B, C, D, and E (Example 1.1).

Example 1.1. “Twinkle” variations A, B, C, D, and E. Shinichi Suzuki, Violin School,
vol. 2, violin part, rev. ed. (Miami: Summy-Birchard, 2007), 21.
Shinichi Suzuki’s mother-tongue method encourages learning by ear at first. The
method is based on the idea that children learn to speak their native language by listening
and before they learn to read. “All Japanese children speak Japanese,”31 he says. This
means two things. First, that if a child has the ability to learn language, which is a very
difficult task, he can do anything. Second, children learn to speak before they learn to
read, which leads us to teach them to hear music first before reading it. Teaching aural
skills first is not the only way. Leopold Mozart required his students to learn to read
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music before they touched the violin, and refused to play pieces for his students, saying
they would not learn to read the markings if he did.32 In our current society of social
media and fast information, I use the mother-tongue method because most children adapt
to it well. I have taught many students who were able to play by ear easily, and who
needed much more time and effort invested before they could read music. Students do
need to learn to read music at a certain level, and a teacher who does not use the Suzuki
method may be served better by teaching note reading first. The teacher should take into
consideration the age of the student, since a four-year-old might be an ideal candidate for
learning by ear while an eight-year-old might be ready to begin reading right away. The
concept of learning entirely by ear at the start is a hallmark of the Suzuki method. One
might consider that with so much to focus on in the first year of lessons, learning by ear
frees the student from the visual element temporarily so he can learn posture and
technique to the best of his ability.
For those not familiar, the Suzuki curriculum is a set of pieces in sequential order
based on skill mastery, with the goal of preparing all students to play the Mozart Violin
Concerti within five to ten years. The first year of lessons will be spent learning to play
“Twinkle” and its variations, by which time the student should have learned the basic set
of skills necessary for playing the violin. These skills include how to stand still and place
feet correctly, how to hold the violin in position with the chin, how to hold the bow, the
ability to focus and receive instruction from the teacher, the ability to hear high and low
pitches, move the bow parallel to the bridge, notice sound quality, identify corresponding
note names and finger numbers, sing the pieces on the reference recording, identify
pieces by name, and participate in a small group class. These are only some of the many
32
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skills a child learns in the first year of lessons, and the reason why it can take a year to
learn “Twinkle.”
Over the years, Suzuki teachers have come up with different words whose
syllables match the rhythms of the variations on “Twinkle, Twinkle Little Star.” Each
variation represents a different rhythm played to the notes of what is called “Twinkle” for
short. For example, a set of words often used for Variation A is “taka taka stop, stop.”
They represent the rhythm of four sixteenth notes and two eighth notes. These words
serve as a reference for the student and parent to remember what rhythm the teacher is
talking about in the lesson. Later, after learning some preparatory pieces, the student will
learn to play each variation. Variation C, for example, consists of an eighth note and two
sixteenth notes, and that pattern is played twice in a row on each change of note
(Example 1.2).
Each variation allows for slightly different use of the bow, which provides an
opportunity for the student to practice both staccato and legato in several different
rhythms. The teacher may also choose to have the student use different amounts of bow,
depending on the variation and tempo. “Twinkle” also provides ample opportunity for
repetition since the same rhythm is played twenty-four times.

Example 1.2. Shinichi Suzuki, Violin School, vol. 2, violin part, rev. ed. (Miami: SummyBirchard, 2007), 25.
22

As Pernecky says in Teaching the Fundamentals of Violin Playing, “Knowing the
proper order of developing technical and musical skills and knowing how to teach these
essentials is necessary to bring excellent results. Positive outcomes are obtained when the
teaching approach is well organized and properly sequenced.”33 I find the ten Suzuki
books to be a perfect example of this. They are a series of exercises on technique that
introduce the fundamental skills of violin playing in a very well-organized manner. The
Suzuki curriculum, combined with an understanding of how to teach those skills, serves
me well.
Jack Pernecky does not recommend the Suzuki method exclusively, but he does
refer to different pieces in the books when discussing exercises. For example, Pernecky
shows that the basic rhythms of the “Twinkle” variations are found in many Suzuki
pieces, such as Allegretto and Andantino in volume 1, and even the Concerto in A Minor
in volume 4. He prints the music for these pieces with the words below to show where
these preparatory rhythms can be found.34 That information could be very helpful to a
teacher who was using the Suzuki books, but had not had the teacher training, which
provides a detailed study of the repertoire.
The Suzuki method is different from most other methods since it encourages
beginning very young. The Sassmannshaus tradition, however, also encourages starting
as young as four-years-old, but is based on reading music from the start. Most known as a
successful beginning violin method in Germany and recently translated to English, it was
written by Kurt Sassmannshaus, the chairman of the string department at the Cincinnati
College Conservatory of Music and founder of the Starling Preparatory String Project and
33
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“Starling Kids” for promising young students.35 Like Suzuki’s method, it also provides a
means for learning technique through familiar tunes and teaches students a gradual
progression of techniques. The books are colorful and easy to read, with words printed
below the notes, and the curriculum is made up of music from a variety of eras and
countries.36 If a teacher wanted the student to read right away, or if she wanted to
supplement the Suzuki method to teach reading, the Sassmannshaus tradition could be a
helpful resource.
When the student is older and has developed consistency in the hearing and
playing of rhythms, the teacher might use an exercise to involve the student's whole body
in his absorption of basic rhythm. When studying at the University of Memphis, I was
asked by my teacher, Dr. Soh-Hyun Altino, to walk on the strong beats of the measure as
I played. A young student could walk as he listens to the reference recording, and later as
he plays, claps or sings. I would suggest, however, that the teacher introduce this at a
time when the student has a solid stance and is able to keep his feet in place and be
consistently grounded. In its simplest form, the walking exercise can help a student feel
the rhythm more strongly in his body. Having experienced the value of this exercise
myself, I have begun to use it with my own students, simplifying it to the appropriate
level. For example, if a student cannot walk and play at first, I will ask him to walk while
I play, then to watch me walk as he plays. Once he understands on which note to step, I
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ask him to practice walking with the first measure of his piece. From there he can build to
walking for longer periods of time successfully.
There is a sense of whole body motion when moving the legs that is lacking in
simply clapping a rhythm. The skill of anticipating the beat can also be developed with
the exercise, since stepping requires the student to have a clear idea of the next beat so he
can lift his leg in anticipation. An example of the simplest form of the exercise is to have
the student walk while listening to a piece in Suzuki book 1. Edward Kreitman, who also
uses this technique, suggests the pieces Allegretto and Andantino, since one starts on a
weak beat and one on a strong beat. Kreitman asks many of his students to listen and
walk to these two songs as an exercise in hearing the difference between starting with a
pickup and starting on a down-beat.37
The second part of developing aural skills is to learn to hear pitch. Galamian says
that one of the main factors in the building of a sound intonation is “constant guidance
and intense control by the ear.”38 This is the one element of sound intonation that is not
tactile. During a master class at the University of Memphis, James Buswell, who taught
violin at the New England Conservatory from 1987 to 2014, spoke to several students
about hearing their piece internally before beginning the physical learning process.39 The
master class was the first time I had considered the importance of “hearing” a desired
note, rhythm or tone before attempting to play it on the violin. The development of the
internal ear—the ability to hear in the mind—is essential to becoming a skilled musician,
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and starting it early when a child is still developing can be very beneficial. It seems
counter-productive to show the student how to move his bow in rhythm without first
teaching him to sing and clap rhythms. Ideally, the internal ear should direct the physical
motions of playing the violin, so it is beneficial to develop it first.
Time should be spent during each lesson playing notes for the student so that he
can hear and be given a chance to recognize differences between two pitches. First, the
teacher should play the same note twice, being careful to make them sound the same in
every other regard; with similar tone, length and dynamic, and ask the student to
recognize that the two are the same. Then, the teacher should play two different notes and
ask the student to guess whether the second pitch is the same or different than the first.
To add another element to aural skills, the teacher might play a note, then ask the student
to sing it. It would greatly benefit students to practice singing since hearing a pitch and
then reproducing it is essential to playing the violin. Singing each note would also help
the student recognize whether the two notes are the same or different. Kreitman suggests
beginning with large intervals so the difference between notes is easier to hear, and then
progressing gradually to smaller intervals until the student can recognize that two notes
are different even when a minor second is played.40
When the student understands what it means for the second note to be different,
the teacher should move on to step two, which is to ask the student to identify whether
the second note is higher or lower than the first. The skill of determining whether a note
stays the same, goes up the scale, or down the scale will lead to his ability to pick out the
notes of a new piece, and to hear wrong or out of tune notes as he plays. When the
teacher plays two notes in this exercise, they should always be different, but the student
40
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should be asked whether the second note was higher or lower. Again, it is helpful to start
with larger intervals and work towards smaller ones.41
After the student can hear the difference between two pitches, he must learn what
it means to go “higher” or “lower” on the violin. In Teaching from the Balance Point,
Edward Kreitman describes this as understanding “the inherent logic of your
instrument.”42 In step three, the student must learn where the low and high notes are on
the violin, and how to play them. Should he add fingers or take them away? Where
should he start? A simple exercise can be played beginning with the open A string and
asking the student to play a higher note, then directing him to place his first finger down.
He can continue this way until he has reached open E string and it is explained that he
must cross strings after the third finger in order to continue up the scale. The mastery of
these skills—recognizing identical and different notes, and knowing how to play them—
allows the student to learn to sing his piece, guess the next note, and try to learn a piece
on his own by ear. This skill takes time to learn at the beginning, but is an excellent way
to prepare students to be able to practice independently. Imagine if a student could learn
the notes of the next piece without it being spoon fed to him. This is an imperative step in
developing independence for at-home practice.43
The Bow Hold
A student should continue to develop his ear while he learns how to hold the bow.
He should constantly be listening to the pieces he will learn next as well as pieces far
beyond his years, since hearing the music will be essential to understanding and giving
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himself feedback as he matures. Students also absorb the sound of a good tone as they
listen, and that sense of what he should sound like will contribute to how he uses the bow
from the beginning. Here is one exercise from Pernecky’s book that can be used to
strengthen the bow hold. It is meant for the beginner who has not yet placed the bow on
the string. When the student has learned the bow hold (as it is explained on page 35), he
should practice by holding the bow in front of the body and pointing the tip toward the
ceiling.
There are several variations of this exercise. The bow can be moved up toward the
ceiling and back down, in a circular motion as if stirring a pot, and back and forth across
the student’s body (Figures 1.2 and 1.3).44 While practicing these variations, the student
should be encouraged to keep his body still and move only the arm and to keep the bowhand fingers in the right places. The difficulties are likely to be that the thumb becomes
straight and the pinky moves from the top of the stick. The position of these two fingers
can be reinforced by practicing this exercise and reminding the student to check his
thumb and pinky regularly. There are many different ways one could develop and
exercise the bow hand, but the important thing is that specific exercises are used to
develop strength in the pinky and learn proper placement of all the fingers.
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Figure 1.2. Jack Pernecky, Teaching the Fundamentals of Violin Playing, Ed. Lorriane
Fink (Miami: Summy-Birchard, 1998), 42

Figure 1.3. Jack Pernecky, Teaching the Fundamentals of Violin Playing, Ed. Lorriane
Fink (Miami: Summy-Birchard, 1998), 42.
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The Left Hand
Galamian emphasized the importance of the hand frame. Students must
understand that the fingers relate to one another, and that there is a specific shape to the
hand that can be understood in relation to the placement of the first and fourth fingers
when playing an octave, such as first finger E on the D string to fourth finger E on the A
string (please refer to chapter two, page 45). A young student does not need to know what
an octave is to understand hand shape, but should simply to be told that his first, second,
and third fingers work together and build on one another. Not all teachers ask young
students to leave their fingers down as they ascend the scale, but I believe this is essential
to understanding the hand frame when the left hand is first introduced.
A young student is much more likely to have a good shape to the palm if the first
finger is left down as second is placed, and so on. When the third finger is placed on the
A string and the first and second fingers fly into the air, this usually results in tension in
the left hand, squeezing of the thumb, and trouble coordinating the fingers with the bow.
If the student’s fingers remain curved within the hand shape and hover over the string,
then keeping the fingers down is not necessary. The ultimate goal is a good hand shape,
and in some cases a student might have less tension if the first and second finger are free
to move. It is important that the teacher observe what is happening in the left hand and
instruct accordingly. Left hand shape will be discussed in more detail in chapter 2.
When a student is first taught how to place his left hand on the neck of the violin,
he should be told to touch the neck, gently, in two places. The inside side of the thumb
should rest against the back of the neck, and the inside of his first finger should rest
against the front at the largest knuckle. Galamian calls this the principle of “double
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contact.” Regardless of what position one is in, there should always be two points of
contact between the hand and the instrument. The first finger is replaced by the hand on
the body of the violin in higher positions.45 Without both points of contact, Galamian
says, it is difficult to orient the hand, and therefore also more difficult to play in tune. The
four elements of good intonation as described by Galamian are:
(a) ) a sense of touch, highly developed for the feeling of location as well
as of distance; (b) constant guidance and intense control by the ear; (c)
correct and facile application of the frame (the basic shape of the hand as
it plays the octave interval); and finally, (d) the ability to make
instantaneous adjustments in pitch to meet the musical requirements of the
moment.46
These concepts of posture and aural skills can be explored much further, but the
goal of this project is to solve problems, so the foundational elements of the first six
lessons must also be dealt with. The concepts of posture and aural skills, which we have
discussed, can be fostered and developed by each teacher once the ideas discussed above
are grasped. The purpose of the previous section is to make each teacher aware of
essential elements that are easily overlooked.
The First Year of Lessons
When setting up a new student, I cover the four elements of basic technique in
this order: aural skills, posture, bow hand, and left hand. Although these four skills will
overlap in the learning process, I begin them in the order they are listed. The bow hand
should be formed away from the violin for some time before the child brings it to the
strings. Pernecky says, “The left hand and bowing techniques must function well
individually before they can be brought together ... Learning to play the violin is an
45
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extremely complex activity. With this in mind, it is better to start with simple tasks and
gradually add new techniques in proper order, working with hands separately.”47
Kreitman also emphasizes developing a good bow hold before placing it on the string,
speaking of the bow hold as an important skill that must be refined before the student
moves on to learning pieces.48
Since the bow is used as part of left hand instruction, the bow hold must come
first. If a teacher used left hand tapping or sliding motion without the bow, that could be
introduced at any time. When a student is set up well, he will avoid many posture and
tension problems in the future. For this reason, it is reasonable to spend the first year on
posture, including how to stand, the violin position, holding the bow, and placing the
fingers. During this time, the student will also learn rhythm by listening and clapping,
practice aural skills by doing the pitch exercise described above, and gain an
understanding of how to adopt a posture of learning by focusing, listening, and receiving
instruction. The latter skills will often be disguised as a game.
Focus
No matter how one plans to teach, the skill of taking a lesson is the most
important thing, especially for a very young student. Kreitman suggests a game that
develops focus from the very first lesson. He calls it “the watching game.”49 Teacher and
student make eye contact, often with the teacher seated or kneeling to bring herself down
to the student’s eye level. The student should be standing on his foot chart with feet
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together in rest position. No instrument is necessary. The teacher asks the student to look
into her eyes and count with her to ten. Then, she should lead him in counting slowly
while encouraging him to maintain eye contact. Depending on the student’s attention
span, this may take many tries. The student might only be able to keep eye contact for
five seconds, or he may struggle to stand still. This is to be expected. The teacher should
encourage the student to try again and see if he can make it another second or two more
than the first time, until he can focus for the full ten seconds.
In this first lesson, the purpose is “to learn the skill of becoming quiet and
centered,” which is what the ten seconds of eye contact is able to accomplish.50 The
watching game develops focus, connects the teacher and student, and serves as a
centering activity before the lesson begins.51 If the teacher is using the Suzuki method,
teacher and student may bow together to signal the start of the lesson. The bow stems
from Japanese culture, and is a useful tool when teaching very young students because of
the stillness and control it requires. If the teacher is the one to signal the bow, often with a
nod of the head, it also provides an opportunity for the student to focus and watch,
knowing he might miss the signal.
Rhythm
One of the first things the student should learn, once he can stand in place and
take a bow, is some basic rhythmic patterns. Kreitman suggests another set of words for
Variation A (“taka taka, stop, stop”): “running running, walk, walk,” since those words
describe the speed of the rhythm well.52 The second set of words also avoids the word
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“stop,” which I mentioned could be problematic in relation to body mapping. Using the
method of teaching aural skills from above, the student should clap the rhythm many
times, with the teacher in the lesson and with the parent at home, until he has internalized
it and can do it easily. As he progresses, the teacher should watch for him to gradually
clap it faster, to be able to clap it several times in a row and to keep a steady pulse while
passing it around a circle. The circle in the lesson could be the teacher, parent, and
student; in group class it could be many students playing a clapping game.
Posture
The student should practice posture with the box violin at first. Once he has been
introduced to the real violin and can hold it in position for two minutes at a time, he can
be shown a “game” to learn to place the violin himself. I use a simple exercise that
Kreitman calls “the counting game.”53 The specific steps can be determined by each
teacher. I ask my students to begin in rest position. One: step out with the left foot and,
holding the violin by its body (not by its neck), take the violin out in front of you and
slightly to the left to show the teacher; Two: rotate the forearm counter clockwise to turn
the violin upside down; Three: lift the head to create space for the violin; Four: place the
violin on the shoulder in one smooth motion. This exercise gives the student a way to
carefully find his violin position. Many different variations with even more than four
steps could be created. The motion should be dissected into as many small steps as the
student needs.
The amount of time that it takes to develop good standing posture and playing
position, along with rhythmic skills, depends entirely upon the age of the student, what
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his learning style is, and how many repetitions are done at home. If a student is six years
old, the teacher might spend two to three lessons on clapping and speaking rhythms and
standing on the foot chart, and then introduce the box violin in the fourth lesson. If the
student is four or five years old the process may take longer. The purpose of the
beginning lessons should not be to teach a piece as quickly as possible, but to focus on
skill development. Throughout the first year of lessons, the child is not only learning the
skill of good violin posture, but also the skills of focus, how to receive instruction, what
is appropriate in a lesson and how to treat others and his instrument with respect, among
many other things. These skills are far more valuable than the ability to play “Twinkle.”
The bow hold
Once the student has been given his real violin and understands how to hold it in
position, he is ready to learn the bow hold. The first step is for the student to be taught a
proper bow hold using the teacher’s finger as the bow (Figure 1.4). That way, the teacher
can feel where the child is gripping or squeezing and encourage him to hold gently.
Edward Kreitman draws a dot on each of the student’s fingers, and then says to cover up
the dot when placing each finger on the bow (Figure 1.5). This gives the child something
to aim for.
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Figure 1.4. Student makes the bow hand on the teacher’s finger. Edward Kreitman,
Teaching from the Balance Point: A Guide for Suzuki Parents, Teachers and Students
(Western Springs, IL: Western Springs School of Talent Education, 1998), 61.

Figure 1.5. Dots drawn on the bow hand fingers. Edward Kreitman, Teaching from the
Balance Point: A Guide for Suzuki Parents, Teachers and Students (Western Springs, IL:
Western Springs School of Talent Education, 1998), 59.
The teacher might also use “guided awareness,”54 a teaching technique developed
by Kreitman, to physically take each of the student’s fingers and place them correctly.
The touch of the teacher’s gentle hand can encourage the student to relax his hand as
well. This kind of interaction helps the student learn what a tension-free hand feels like,
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and keeps him from developing problems with gripping.55 The key to developing a good
bow hold is for the parent and student to understand that it is a habit created through
many repetitions.
The teacher must communicate that doing it well is a priority by asking the
student to make many good bow holds each day. Kreitman says, “Developing a good bow
hold is just like developing any other good physical habit. To ensure success, we have to
repeat the skill many, many times. The clever teacher is not the one who has a gimmick
to keep the fingers ‘pasted’ to the bow, but the one who can find a way for the parent and
child to work together to make literally thousands of perfect bow holds.”56
After training with Edward Kreitman, I returned to my studio and asked all of my
students to make thirty to fifty bow holds per day. I molded the bow hold in the lesson,
showing each student where to place the fingers and instructing him to make the bow
hold as gently as possible, then to release the hand and make another. I also encouraged
my students to support the bow by holding the stick with the left hand. I asked the parent
of very young students to hold the bow for them. Without exception, every one of my
students now has a better and more consistent bow hold. Kreitman says that the first skill
of the bow hold is to create it successfully, and the second is to be able to maintain it
while playing. These skills should be the priority until the student has created the habit of
a good bow hold.57
When many repetitions of the bow hold have been made, the student will have
gained the skill of holding the bow and be prepared to place the bow on the string. The
55
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student will continue to make bow holds while he learns to play the strings of the violin. I
have had many students who were motivated to practice the bow hold by the promise that
once it was excellent, they would be taught to place the bow on the string. Since the
student has learned some preparatory rhythms, and how to move his bow in the air, he
needs only to be reminded of how to find the appropriate height of his arm for the A
string and to open and close his elbow from the “square” shape of his arm. Often, I place
a small piece of colored tape on the bow stick, in the upper middle part of the bow, to
show where the student's arm falls in a “square” shape. The neutral position of the arm is
an excellent place to start since it forces the student to open the elbow to play a down
bow, which is always the first direction for a beginner. In How Muscles Learn, Susan
Kempter cites presentations from the conference The Biology of Music Making when she
says, “The most desirable movements are those which are near the middle of the range of
motion.”58 Beginning at the “square” of the arm allows the student to revolve around that
middle point until he is used to the motion, at which point he can begin to use more of the
range of motion his arm allows.
When the student can place his bow on the string at the “square” of his arm, I ask
him to play one variation A rhythm, the one associated with the words “taka taka stop,
stop,” on the A string. If using Kreitman’s method of guided awareness, the teacher
should guide the bow with her left hand over the student’s bow hand and allow the
student to feel the bow stroke. After many weeks of patterning the bow stroke for the
student, he will begin to be able to play it more often by himself. Patterning will be
discussed further in chapter three. Finally, when the student can play the variation A
rhythm independently (note: just the rhythm, not the “Twinkle” variation), I ask him to
58
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play it on the A string and then cross and play the same rhythm on E string. The string
crossing could be guided at first as well.
The left hand
If the student is able to stand balanced, sing and clap rhythms, place the violin on
his shoulder, and hold and move the bow correctly in the air and on the string, he may be
taught how place his left hand in playing position. This step comes last, when the violin is
securely held under the chin. As he first practices playing rhythms on the A and E string,
his left hand should be placed on the shoulder of the violin since it is not needed to place
left hand fingers yet. I then spend one or two lessons working on sliding the hand up and
down the fingerboard, finding the two points of contact as Galamian encourages, and
helping the student adjust how much weight to feel under his chin since the arm is no
longer available to help hold the violin. Another way to practice finding the points of
contact is Kreitman’s “touch-and-drop”59 game. The student slowly brings the left hand
up to the neck of the violin, touches the index finger and the thumb to the neck, then
drops the hand to his side. This can be repeated ten or twenty times a day. The student
may also begin tapping the three fingers on the A string to begin feeling the motion of
placing his fingers. If he has done these exercises while still working on rhythms, posture
and bow exercises, he may learn to place his first, second and third fingers on the
fingerboard. First, I place a reference tape over the fingerboard to show where the first,
second (C sharp), and third fingers should go. The tape is a visual aid to help the student
know where to place his finger. It is especially helpful since the student’s ear is not yet
fully trained for intonation. Finally, there are two preparatory pieces that I use to teach
finger placement. A teacher might make up her own, but I have found these to be helpful.
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Preparatory pieces
Although the first piece in Suzuki’s Violin School, volume 1 is “Twinkle, Twinkle
Little Star” and its variations, Marilyn O’Boyle has written several preparatory pieces
designed to help the student learn the basic left hand and string crossing motions. “The
Monkey Song” and “The Flower Song” were published in an article in The American
Suzuki Journal in 1986. O’Boyle called them “immediate success songs” because they
teach only a few basic skills. “Learning by small steps makes it possible for the young
student to enjoy the experience of quick success,” she writes.60 It is easier for the teacher
to focus on one skill at a time by using a short piece (Examples 1.2 and 1.3), and when
the student does begin “Twinkle,” he has already begun to master the most difficult parts.

Example 1.3. “The Monkey Song.” Marilyn O'Boyle, "Pre-Twinkle Songs," American
Suzuki Journal 14, no. 5 (September–October 1986): 14–16.

Marilyn O'Boyle, “Pre-Twinkle Songs,” American Suzuki Journal 14, no. 5
(September–October 1986): 14–16.
60
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Example 1.4. “The Flower Song.” Marilyn O'Boyle, "Pre-Twinkle Songs," American
Suzuki Journal 14, no. 5 (September–October 1986): 14–16.
“The Monkey Song” is an excellent tool for teaching the placement of the fingers
on the A string. Since the student does not yet read music, the piece is taught by rote. For
example, the teacher may play the first “taka taka stop, stop,” tell the student what string
and finger to use, and then ask him to try. In this way, the teacher can explain before each
finger when and how to place it, and the student learns to place the finger before moving
the bow each time. The student is also learning the skill of building fingers by starting
with first finger and adding second and third while keeping the previous fingers down.
“The Flower Song” serves as a good follow up since it incorporates a string crossing. At
first, the student should play with a “preparation pause”61 before each note to give time to
prepare the next finger. Once the fingers get used to dropping more quickly the piece can
be played as written. Through these preparatory songs, the student learns to coordinate
the left-hand fingers and the bow and gets a preview of the notes in “Twinkle.”
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It is impossible to say exactly how long the preparatory period will take. Edward
Kreitman estimates one year from the first lesson until the child is able to play variation
A of “Twinkle.”62 Spending the time to develop skill in the first period of lessons will
create students who are balanced, physically and mentally, and technically ready to move
through the repertoire.
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CHAPTER 2
THE LEFT HAND

This chapter discusses the teaching of basic left hand technique to young students. Many
students encounter problems as they continue their study of the violin, and the chapter
addresses some ways that these issues can be prevented or helped when they arise. If a
student begins at age six, which is common, then major problems might arise around age
eight to twelve. By this time, the student has learned the basics, but is beginning to
encounter more difficult pieces. In the absence of certain foundational techniques, the
student will develop tension or have difficulty executing specific techniques. Galamian
divided the movements of the left hand into five categories:
1. The vertical movements of the fingers: their dropping on and their
lifting off from the strings
2. The horizontal movement of the fingers within one position: the gliding
up and down the string with a finger while the hand and thumb remain
stationary. This includes simple half-step slides for the playing of
accidentals within the position as well as all kinds of extensions upward or
downward outside of the basic placement within the position.
3. The crossing of strings: a horizontal movement generally combined
with the vertical movement of lifting the fingers off one string and setting
them on another.
4. The sliding motion of the fingers and hand together for the changing of
the positions. [shifting]
5. The vibrato movements: carried out either by the finger, the hand, or the
arm, or by a combination of them.1
Carl Flesch lists almost exactly the same basic motions as Galamian, but adds the
stretching or bending of the hand to play chords and fifths, which requires a unique angle
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NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1985), 18.
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of the hand.2 For the student to master all these motions, he must first understand what
the basic position of his hand is. There is, of course, no one, perfect, way to position the
left hand, but the master teachers seemed to have an understanding the modern method
books are lacking. That is—that each hand is slightly different, and that there are
practical adjustments that can be made to a basic concept of left hand position. Often, in
the method books of the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, technique is
described in too specific terms. The wisdom of the master teachers tells us that there can
be both a correct way to position the left hand and a specific means of adjustment.
Galamian included several examples in The Principals of Violin Playing and Teaching to
show how the left hand shape would differ in the case of long or short fingers. In either
case, the student can still use good technique without holding the instrument in a
completely different manner.
To have a good left hand shape, the student must be made aware of a few
important principles. These are non-negotiable if he is to learn to feel first position in a
relaxed way and be ready to move freely to other positions. Galamian preached that, “the
left hand has to have two points of contact with the instrument in order to orient itself
properly and securely.” He calls this “the principle of the double contact” (Figure 2.1).3
The two points of contact in first position are the inside of the thumb and the inside of the
index finger. Some modern methods encourage a different approach, asking the student to
only touch the violin with the thumb and not the side of the first finger. Both approaches
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are legitimate, but I subscribe to Galamian’s since it has been successful in my teaching
as well as my personal playing.

Figure 2.1. The principle of double contact. Ivan Galamian, Principles of Violin Playing
and Teaching, 3rd ed. (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1985), 17.

According to Galamian, the two points of contact will change according to the
position. For example, the side of the index finger will not touch the violin in fifth
position, but instead the palm of the hand will touch the shoulder of the instrument. The
palm and the thumb will then be the two points of contact. Galamian emphasizes that in
first position the finger and thumb should touch the neck of the violin gently, and should
not clutch. He adds, “Most players use too much force in all left hand actions.”4
Galamian emphasizes using gentle pressure, saving forceful motion for musical purposes,
and keeping the hand and arm as relaxed as possible. There are times when either the
thumb or index finger will release momentarily, such as to facilitate vibrato, but the first
finger and thumb should maintain a familiarity with the neck and at least “check in” on a
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regular basis.5 It may be easier to teach students to touch continuously, since if they
release the contact, they may forget to bring the finger or thumb back to the neck again.
The second principle of the left hand shape that Galamian encourages is the
“octave frame” between first and fourth finger. He also points out that the hand will
stretch more easily if the first finger is placed on B on the A string and then stretches
back to B flat. Galamian explains, “It is actually advisable to place the hand slightly
farther ahead, so that the first finger has to do a little reaching back even for the B natural
... This actually puts the hand in a more advantageous position, since it distributes the
stretch equally between the first and the fourth fingers.”6 It would be ideal to set a student
up this way. If an intermediate student has trouble playing his third and fourth finger in
tune it is likely that the hand is placed too close to the scroll and should be adjusted. The
student should be encouraged to move his hand away from the scroll and exercise the
first finger by sliding it back and forth from B to B flat without moving his hand. This
will help him feel how to stretch back with the first finger.
Although Galamian recommends every student touch the neck of the violin with
his thumb and first finger, one aspect of the left hand that can be adjusted is the exact
point at which they touch the instrument. Based on a student’s finger length, the thumb
should touch in a place that allows the base knuckles, the largest knuckles at the bottom
of the finger, to be at or below the level of the fingerboard (Figure 2.2). This is a more
accurate way to measure the position of the arm than the angle of the elbow. If the goal is
to place the elbow a certain degree to the right, then the height of the fingers will be
different depending on the student; but if the base knuckles are placed so the fingers can
5
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curve in a relaxed way without being overly bent, then the elbow will fall naturally into
place. The same is true for the two points of contact. What is most important is the angle
of the fingers. Galamian points out that, “players with short arms and fingers will have to
bring the elbow fairly far to the right, whereas those with long arms and fingers will find
that the elbow will remain somewhat more to the left.”7 Carl Flesch agreed that the overturning of the arm to the right could cause problems, since it forces the playing position
of the fingers to be too close to the nail.8 When placing a student's left hand on the violin
for the first time, it is the fingers that should determine the placement of the arm. If he is
simply told to tuck his elbow in as far as possible, there will be serious consequences that
result from him not understanding what his fingers should look like, and which part of the
finger should contact the string and fingerboard.

Figure 2.2. The proper height of the base knuckles. Edward Kreitman, Teaching from the
Balance Point: A Guide for Suzuki Parents, Teachers and Students (Western Springs, IL:
Western Springs School of Talent Education, 1998), 34.

According to Galamian, the elbow placement changes beneath the instrument to
allow the fingers to move across the strings. This is called pivoting. The elbow should
7
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pivot to the right as the fingers cross to the D and G strings, and to the left on A and E.
This allows the fingers to maintain their relaxed curve on all strings. Pivoting of the
elbow can also be used to change the tone of a note by rotating the arm to the left when it
is desirable to use more of the fleshy part of the finger.
The wrist and hand have less motion in their functions. The hand should be in
alignment with the arm at the wrist joint (Figure 2.3), except when playing extensions or
chords, or sometimes in the highest positions when it must reach around the body of the
violin. The palm of the hand should face toward the fingerboard but not be completely
parallel, otherwise it becomes strained.9

Figure 2.3. Left hand and arm alignment. Carl Flesch, The Art of Violin Playing, book
one, ed. and trans. Erik Rosenblith (New York: Carl Fischer, 2000), 13. 167.

Keeping the basic hand frame in mind, teachers should be watchful that all of
these elements are consistently upheld as the student plays. If one or more of these
principles is consistently violated, the issue should be addressed by specific practice
using an exercise, etude or section of the piece that is relevant. The types of exercises one
could use will be discussed below in relation to each specific problem.
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All students will have technical challenges from the outset of their lessons, but let
us assume that each student has been taught good posture, and correct left and right hand
technique. Once a student begins to learn more advanced pieces, such as those in
Suzuki’s Violin School, volume 2, that require more stretching of the hand, playing of
accidentals, use of flat keys, and opportunities for shifting, some issues may arise. Not all
students will struggle with all the common issues, but there are several left hand motions
that frequently cause problems among students: lack of agility of the fingers, tension in
the thumb, shifting, pivoting of the left arm, coordination of the left hand fingers with the
bow, preparing the fingers for string crossings, and the playing of double stops and
chords. These are issues that professional violinists continue to improve long after their
college studies, and they are widely acknowledged as difficult to do; therefore, these
things must be practiced. The purpose of this section is to suggest ways the issues might
be tackled when a student is young and first encounters them, so as to prepare each
student to face practice time with more tools and less frustration.
Agility of the Fingers
First and foremost, the hand has to be in a relaxed state in order for the fingers to
be agile. There are several ways to tell if a student needs to work on agility in the left
hand. He may have trouble playing rhythms under a slur accurately. He may also struggle
with fast passages such as sixteenth notes with separate bows, or have trouble playing
note groups such as triplets, quintuplets, sextuplets and runs. He may also have difficulty
reaching accidentals or stretching fingers outside of the hand frame. These are all
problems that I have observed in my teaching. If a student has these problems, there are
some exercises that can increase flexibility and relieve tension in the left hand.
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If a student has trouble maintaining the hand frame in first position, he should
practice the octave. Galamian provides an exercise for this (Example 2.1). He instructs:
“First, take the key of C, and play throughout the seven positions [all seven positions in
the key of C]. Then change the signature [he does not clarify which key to play next, but
it is clear the exercise is meant to be played in all major keys, starting over in first
position each time]. As a matter of course, the fundamental hand position has to remain
the same or the whole purpose of the exercise will be missed.”10 This simple, one-line
exercise could provide a significant amount of practice to stabilize the hand frame. I
believe Galamian intended that the student practice the octave exercise in all the major
key signatures, and it could also be extended to minor signatures as well.

Example 2.1. Octave hand frame. Ivan Galamian, Principles of Violin Playing and
Teaching (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1985), 21.

The over pressing of the fingers can also restrict motion in the left hand. The job
of the fingers is to stop the string, which means to push it down until it touches the
fingerboard. According to Simon Fischer in his book Basics, the fingers should never
move in a way that causes reactive motion from the hand and arm. For example, when the
fingers drop there should not be so much pressure that the thumb must squeeze. The base
knuckles should be able to stay relaxed, the hand in alignment with the arm at the wrist
joint, and the arm relaxed under the violin (not pulling too far to the right.) All of these
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motions are influenced by tension in the fingers.11 Fischer provides an exercise for the
student to learn how much pressure is needed (Example 2.2). The exercise uses
harmonics to teach the student how to lift the finger after it is dropped.

Example 2.2. Finger dropping exercise. Simon Fischer, Basics: 300 Exercises and
Practice Routines for the Violin (London: Peters Edition Limited, 1997), 104.

While the above exercise is appropriate for a more advanced student, perhaps a
beginner could play a similar exercise by dropping his fingers in first position, then
releasing until hearing the fuzzy sounds that comes from pressing too lightly in the left
hand. By doing this he could achieve the same result.
The fingers should be dropped quickly and without tension. One cause of tension
is that the student may not realize from which part of his hand the dropping motion
should originate. If the point of least tension in the hand is not being used, the student’s
agility will be affected. Many students, since they are placing the pad of the finger on the
fingerboard, may imagine that the small or middle knuckle is doing the job. Some may
have no image of what is initiating the motion and may only be aware of the finger tip as
it lands. If any student is struggling with finger tension, it is important to teach him how
11
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to use his base knuckles to initiate a dropping motion. Fingers can be lifted from the base
knuckle without changing their shape, which allows them to stay relaxed and eliminates
extra, unnecessary motion. Simon Fischer compares the base knuckle to the shoulder or
hip joint. These are “the strongest levers of the arms and legs.” Just as they initiate
physical action, so should the base joint be used as “the ‘shoulder’ of the finger.”12
One effective way to help a student feel his base knuckles working is to use
pizzicato (Example 2.3). The palm of the hand should be placed against the shoulder of
the violin, and the E string plucked “loudly with one finger at a time, pulling the finger
back as fast as possible,” says Fischer; “move the finger rhythmically: place the finger pluck - place - pluck, etc.”13

Example 2.3. Base knuckle exercise with left hand pizzicato. Simon Fischer, Basics: 300
Exercises and Practice Routines for the Violin (London: Peters Edition Limited, 1997),
108.

A student may struggle with reaching accidentals or extensions. This can affect
his agility since those notes must be reached on time and placed correctly without the
finger sliding to find its place. If it is obvious that a student’s hand moves in order to play
a B flat, for example, then he should practice extending his fingers within a position. This
does not only apply to the outer fingers, but to the second and third finger as well. Fischer
provides an example in which certain notes are marked with a square to show a finger in
12
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its normal position (Example 2.4). He indicates an extended finger with a diamond shape
above the note. Fischer acknowledges that not every finger will be in a perfect square, but
that a square is the general shape of the non-extended finger. The extended finger is
slightly more straight and lands on the pad of the finger, away from the nail (Figure 2.4).

Figure 2.4. Square and extended fingers. Simon Fischer, Basics: 300 Exercises and
Practice Routines for the Violin (London: Peters Edition Limited, 1997), 113.

Example 2.4. Square and extended fingers. Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, Eine kleine
Nachtmusik, K525, mov. IV. In Simon Fischer, Basics: 300 Exercises and Practice
Routines for the Violin (London: Peters Edition Limited, 1997), 113.
The problem is best explained this way, “A common fault is to keep the fingers
square, and then to shift the hand up a semitone. This causes intonation problems because
the hand is no longer in any particular position.”14 It may be hard for young students to
understand how to sense a position with the hand, since they have not learned many
positions yet, but as a student matures in his playing and has learned two or three
14
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positions, this problem, if it exists, will become obvious. Many of my students have
trouble playing in tune when an extended finger is required, even when the note is in the
middle of the hand frame, such as C sharp in first position or an A sharp on the E string
in third position (see Example 2.5).
I recently encouraged several students to flatten certain fingers, telling them that
extended fingers did not need to be played in a square shape because it is not possible to
reach the note and keep the finger square. These discussions were very successful and I
realized that many of my students had a false belief that the fingers must be kept square
at all times. I am sure that belief came about because I failed to explain the difference
between square and extended fingers. My students’ belief that the finger must be kept
square conflicted with reaching certain notes, but the students I talked to believed that
they were just bad at playing those particular notes. It had never occurred to them that
they could do something different with the left hand to accommodate those notes. If a
student can be made aware of which fingers are extensions and which are square, he can
better imagine what the hand should do.

Example 2.5. Movement from square to extended fingers. Edmund Severn, Polish Dance,
in Solos for Young Violinists, Selections from the Student Repertoire, vol. 4, violin part
and piano accompaniment, ed. Barbara Barber (Miami: Summy-Birchard, 1997), 3.
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In Basics, Simon Fischer provides several exercises to develop finger flexibility.
In Example 2.6 he instructs the student to “keep the hand still, resting it on the finger that
plays the second and fourth notes. Move the other finger from square to extended.”15

Example 2.6. Finger flexibility. Simon Fischer, Basics: 300 Exercises and Practice
Routines for the Violin. (London: Peters Edition Limited, 1997), 114.
Some might ask, “Why not work on these concepts within a student’s current
repertoire?” Yes, a student could learn how to extend fingers and keep the hand still by
practicing sections of a piece, but isolating the issue within an exercise will solve the
problem much faster, and keep the piece free of frustration. When an exercise is used, the
student will see some improvement, and then he can take his ideas and apply them to his
repertoire. The exercise also creates a reference point for how something is done or how
it felt when the student got it right before. I have often referred back to an exercise while
working within a piece, and my students were able to quickly recognize what to do and
apply it. Exercises and etudes, whether they are published works or something created by
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the teacher, are the most efficient way to solve a problem. The student is able to focus on
fixing one problem, rather than dealing with many issues.
If a very young student is asked to start in the middle of a piece, he may feel
confused, but if the teacher can turn a problem spot into an exercise or game, the student
will not even know he is practicing part of his piece. While observing lessons during
Suzuki teacher training, I noticed that Edward Kreitman, the teacher, would isolate a
problem spot by making up an exercise for the student. Often the exercise would involve
a pause where something difficult like a string crossing had to happen. My teachers used
this technique when I was young as well. Each student that I observed was able to
successfully play the problem spot in the piece, often later in the same lesson, once he
had practiced the exercise repeatedly.16
Shifting
After a student has been taking violin lessons for several years, he will begin to
learn to shift. Students who study under the Suzuki Method are presented with an
opportunity to learn third position in volume 3 of the Violin School, although some
teachers may prefer to wait until volume 4 and introduce shifting retrospectively after the
pieces in volume 3 have been learned. If the concept of shifting is prepared carefully,
some problems can be avoided, but because most individuals have some physical tension,
it is likely that one or two issues will still arise. Some common problems associated with
shifting are: difficulty finding the desired position; understanding at what speed to shift;
contortions of the hand when shifting, such as collapsed wrist or tense fingers; and
shifting with the wrong, or at least not the most helpful finger.

Edward Kreitman, “Suzuki Violin, Unit 1” (Lectures, PhoenixPhest Grande, Eastern
Michigan University, July 26–August 2, 2015).
16
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Not every type of shift will be covered here, but some ideas that clarify how to
practice shifting will be discussed. One essential element of the hand that is often ignored
is the thumb. If a student struggles to reach the desired note because he always falls short
of that note, he may not have a clear understanding of the role of his thumb. Fischer
suggests playing without the shoulder rest as an exercise, which forces the thumb to
support the violin. As the student plays one-string arpeggios (Example 2.7), he should
feel the thumb moving ahead of the hand at certain times, and with the hand at others, but
always be aware of its role.
Fischer goes on to say that the thumb’s motion “depends on the size of the hand
and the length of the thumb, the actual notes and the speed of the shift.”17 Flesch also
supports the leading of the thumb from third position and above. The thumb position
under the neck of the violin should change before the fingers move, the reason being,
“the preparatory movement of the thumb gives the fingers the unencumbered path which
they need for the ascent to the upper positions.”18 Flesh adds that to move the thumb
when shifting from first to third position is “quite superfluous to me.”19 Below are
Fischer’s general guidelines for when and how the thumb should move.
1. 1st or 2nd position to higher: thumb and hand together.
2. 3rd position to higher: the thumb sometimes slightly precedes the hand.
3. 3rd, 4th or 5th position to 1st: the thumb precedes the hand.
4. 6th position and higher down to 1st: the thumb, hand and arm together
in one single movement.
5. Higher position down to 3rd: keep the thumb in place while shifting,
then move the thumb into the new position.20
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Example 2.7. One-string arpeggios. Simon Fischer, Basics: 300 Exercises and Practice
Routines for the Violin. (London: Peters Edition Limited, 1997), 147.

The second most important part of the body to evaluate when shifting is the arm
and its angle at any given time. In order to feel the way the arm should move, the student
should practice sliding up the fingerboard with the first finger. It is not enough to explain
how and when the arm should move around the outside of the violin. A student must
learn to feel the motion. Fischer’s exercise for arm-movement (Example 2.8) provides
three measures, each of which covers a range of motion for the arm. The first measure
lies from first to fourth position, and the student is instructed to move the hand “up and
down the neck without moving the elbow to left or right.”21 The student should set the
arm at the angle that works for fourth position before beginning the shift. He may find the
angle first by placing the hand in fourth position silently. Fischer clarifies that the hand
and forearm work together to move in the lower positions.
In the second measure of the exercise, which covers fourth to eighth position, the
arm should move to the right while ascending and to the left while descending. Finally,
the third measure shifts from eighth to thirteenth position and the arm should stay
positioned to the right without moving. By doing this exercise, the student can learn to

21

Ibid.
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feel what his arm should be doing and will have a reference point when practicing
repertoire. After learning the arm motion for each section of the fingerboard, Fischer
suggests putting these three motions together by playing two-octave shifts on one string.

Example 2.8. Feeling the angle of the arm in different positions. Simon Fischer, Basics:
300 Exercises and Practice Routines for the Violin. (London: Peters Edition Limited,
1997), 146.

Carl Flesch emphasizes that the forearm should be used to measure the distance
when shifting up to fourth position. It is above fourth position that the arm, hand, and
thumb begin to be used more actively. Often, the fingers are blamed for a bad shift, when
“the elements which are usually solely responsible for such faults are: an arm which is
excessively bent, a thumb which is in an undesirable position, and a wrist which might be
too stretched upward or too bent backwards.”22 All of these issues can be addressed by
learning how the arm should be shaped. A student could start by doing the exercise of
Example 2.8 above, which covers the general trajectory of the arm. Then, he can move on
to exercises more specific to certain kinds of shifts. The two primary kinds of shifts are
discussed below.
According to Flesch, to execute a shift well, a violinist must understand two
things: “the distance involved ... and which finger should measure the distance.”23 Fischer
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calls the shift using “the ‘old’ finger on the ‘old’ bow” a classical shift, and the shift in
which one slides up to the note on the “new” finger using the “new” bow a romantic shift,
noting that the romantic is only used when ascending.24 The term used by Flesch for the
romantic shift, which he calls “the expressive shift” is “portamento.”25 Many students are
unsure of which finger to shift with and should be taught when they first begin shifting
exercises. I thought for a long time that one should shift half way with one finger, and
finish with the other finger. It was not until college that I understood what the “new” and
“old” fingers were, and it is my assumption that many young students also do not know
unless they have been taught. When a student understands how to use a specific finger to
shift, the problem of hopping to a new position, for lack of a better word, can be
prevented. A good shift always involves some sort of glissando, which allows the hand
frame to remain intact.
The concept of “new” and “old” finger shifts was widely accepted by the great
teachers. Galamian explains that sometimes the shift is performed by the finger that is
already on the string (the “old” finger) and other times by the finger that will play the
arrival note (“new” finger).26 Carl Flesch calls the use of the old finger to shift by using
an intermediate note a “glissando, his term for the technical shift.”27 He emphasizes that
the slide is not to be heard, but is essential when practicing the shift. In the exercise
below (Example 2.9), Flesch shows how to shift using a glissando on the old finger going
up or down and on the new finger going up or down.
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Example 2.9. Shifting with Intermediate Notes. Carl Flesch, The Art of Violin Playing,
Book one, ed. and trans. Erik Rosenblith (New York: Carl Fischer, 2000), 13.

If a student has difficulty shifting, practicing the above types of glissandi will help
him visualize the distance of the shift and be consciously aware of what he is deciding to
do. Often, if a student is not taught a specific way to do something, he will create a way
out of need. For example, a student who is in orchestra but who has not learned to shift
yet will just begin shifting because it is required of him. This is the worst kind of
situation because there is no prescribed method. Even if it is explained carefully by the
teacher, it is much harder for the student to be individually coached within a large group
of students. In my own playing, when a motion such as shifting or vibrato happened out
of desperation or need, it often became tense and unhelpful to the rest of my technique.
To assume that because a student can shift means that he understands how is an error.
The best way to find out the true nature of a student’s shifting method is to expose it by
doing something simple. If he is asked to play the above exercise and can do it with ease,
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likely he already understands how to use the “old” and “new” fingers to shift. Then, he
should be checked within a piece of his repertoire to find out if he knows where an “old”
finger shift is appropriate. Being able to play an “old” finger shift and knowing where to
choose it are two different skills. Of course, the ability to choose appropriate fingerings
and shifting methods is a constant learning process.
String Crossing
Another issue that students often struggle with is the preparation of string
crossings with the left hand fingers. Faulty preparation can create extra noise and prevent
clean playing. Often, students do not understand that the finger must go ahead of the bow.
Galamian and Fischer both refer to the difference between “musical timing” and
“technical timing” when it comes to preparing fingers. To place the finger on the next
string ahead of time is an example of “technical timing” because it fits the definition of
“making the necessary movements of both the left and right hands at the exact moment
and precise speed that will insure correct musical timing.”28 This must be taught through
an exercise because it is easy for a student to assume that what is necessary musically
translates exactly into what should be done technically. Therefore, if the note sounds late
it is because he believes it should be placed at the exact time it should be heard. That
belief is likely a result of assumptions made as a young student, and the time when pieces
begin to be more advanced and the student is a bit older is the perfect time to explain
“technical timing.”
Preparation in the left hand can be felt more easily if it is practiced in an
exaggerated way. For example, the student should place the finger that is on the new
string a subdivision before it is played. If the note is an eighth note, the next finger will
28
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be placed during the sixteenth note subdivision . This exercise challenges a student’s
coordination because the bow remains on the previous string while the finger goes ahead
to the next string. The teacher should watch carefully to be sure the student's bow does
not begin to cross early along with the finger. Simon Fischer says to place the finger
early, “like a syncopation.”29 The first line of his exercise (Example 2.10) shows how to
prepare the finger, and the second shows the exercise.

Example 2.10. Left hand finger preparation when crossing the string. Simon Fischer,
Basics: 300 Exercises and Practice Routines for the Violin (London: Peters Edition
Limited, 1997), 132.

Carl Flesch also addresses the issue of preparing the finger for a string crossing.
Using the Bruch Concerto in G Minor, movement 3 (Example 2.11), he stresses that the
finger be placed on the string in advance, illustrating in his example that it almost falls
simultaneously with the previous note. Flesch calls this motion a “useful exaggeration,”
and suggests using it in scales and arpeggios as well.
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Example 2.11. Left hand finger preparation when crossing the string. Max Bruch,
Concerto in G Minor, movement 3. Exercise in Carl Flesch, The Art of Violin Playing,
Book one, ed. and trans. Erik Rosenblith (New York: Carl Fischer, 2000), 11.

The left hand does not work alone, but must be coordinated with the right. It is
widely understood, among teachers at least, that the left hand fingers must go before the
bow. For the fingers to cross to a different string, the angle of the arm must be well
prepared, and the fingers must drop at the correct angle. How can the student apply the
knowledge of what the fingers are doing to coordinate with the bow arm? Fischer says:
“In many cases it is easier for the bow to be ready to play a note than it is for the left hand
fingers to be ready on the string.”30
Because it is more difficult to prepare the fingers, the student should practice
them in conjunction with the bow to be sure the fingers are leading. If this concept is
difficult for a particular student, it may be helpful to ask him to use a pizzicato exercise.
The student could use any piece of music to do this, but Fischer uses Beethoven’s Violin
Concerto in D, op. 61, movement 1 (Example 2.12). Fischer says, “A simple way to
demonstrate perfect co-ordination is to play pizzicato: the difference in timing between
putting the finger down and plucking it is obvious.” For that reason, the student should
play the excerpt using pizzicato, then with the bow.31 I would encourage violin teachers
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to examine the book Basics even further, since there are many other exercises to practice
the fingers leading, as well as a myriad of other technical issues.

Example 2.12. Left hand finger preparation to coordinate with the bow. Simon Fischer,
Basics: 300 Exercises and Practice Routines for the Violin (London: Peters Edition
Limited, 1997), 129.

Pivoting
Just as fingers can be prepared before the bow, so should the arm pivot to the
appropriate angle depending on the string being played. If a student does not understand
how to change the angle of his left arm to his advantage, he may place fingers at
different, uncomfortable angles to reach lower strings. Conversely, he could suffer from
over-pivoting, in which case the arm swings too far to the right and prevents the fingers
from landing in a relaxed position. It is important that every violin student have a clear
understanding of how to use his left arm to reach various notes without tension in the
fingers.
There are two primary reasons that the left arm needs to pivot. The first is to reach
a particular string, such as when the arm is moved to the right to place the fingers on the
G string. The second is a preparation mechanism for shifting. There are several exercises
specific to pivoting. When I worked on this issue as a college student, I was given the
first exercise from Sevcik’s School of Violin Technics, op. 1, book 2 (Example 2.13). My
instructions were to begin in second position and play the first three notes with the elbow
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relaxed to the left, then to pivot to the right in order to more easily reach the fourth finger.
It would have been very useful for me to work on this exercise as a young student.

Example 2.13. The pivoting of the left arm. Otakar Sevcik, School of Violin Techniques,
op. 1, book 2, Exercises in the 2nd to 7th Positions (New York: G. Schirmer, 1905), 1.
Although it may seem that Sevcik’s book is for more advanced students, consider
that the first exercise is merely quarter notes, with the option to play in smaller values. It
could easily be used by a student who had been playing for only a few years. What was
important for me in this exercise was the understanding that I was not required to hold
my arm still at all times. Perhaps it is the insistence on correct posture when students are
young, but I have found that students often believe that they must hold that posture to
perfection, rather than move with flexibility within it. I also found this to be true of my
students who had trouble playing extensions.
Chords and Double Stops
The final element of left hand technique is the playing of chords and double stops.
The principles of left hand technique are maintained, while a few adjustments unique to
double stops are made. It is still essential to frame the hand around the third finger and
stretch back the first finger rather than requiring the third finger to reach up to its place.
The wrist and elbow should be adjusted to accommodate the angle of the fingers, and in
the case of a double stop, the required angle may be less natural since several notes must
be reached at the same time. Often, the finger will need to be placed more on the pad,
away from the tip, in order to accommodate reaching several notes at a time while
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pushing the string down enough to produce a good tone. This difference in finger
placement is also due to the fact that the hand must be in one position while each finger is
on a different string. The biggest danger of playing double stops, according to Galamian,
is the temptation to use “excessive pressure” and to build “undue tension.”32 Even if a
student has become accustomed to the relaxed hand frame discussed early in the chapter,
he will be tempted to over press, simply because there are two or more notes being
played simultaneously. This problem can be avoided by teaching the student a few useful
exercises and encouraging him to practice thoughtfully.
Galamian suggests that students practice a double stop with both fingers down,
but play with the bow on only one string. In this way, the student can be sure his finger is
in the best position to cause the note to sound clearly on each string. Galamian also
suggests some specific exercises written by other violinists. Jacob Dont’s Etudes and
Caprices, op. 35 is given as an example by Galamian in his chapter on the left hand
(Example 2.14). This exercise addresses the common problem of the fingers not dropping
together for each new double stop. Galamian says: “The quick action required of the
fingers in this rhythmic variation will tend to make the fingers act simultaneously.”33 The
Dont etude quoted by Galamian is recommended for students who have learned to play
thirds, but struggle with dropping two fingers at once. The exercise may also be
simplified by practicing each note with a separate bow.
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Example 2.14. Dropping two fingers at once. Ivan Galamian, Principles of Violin Playing
and Teaching, 3rd ed. (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1985), 29.

Simon Fischer provides a multitude of double stop exercises as well. Another
struggle for students is the act of shifting while playing double stops. Fischer addresses
this in an exercise that covers thirds, sixths, and octaves (Example 2.15). The exercise
progresses rhythmically as well, so the student first plays the shift in quarter notes, and
then gets gradually faster. As with many of his examples, Fischer suggests using the
principle of the exercise and transposing to all the possible key signatures for best results.

Example 2.15. Shifting while playing double stops. Simon Fischer, Basics: 300 Exercises
and Practice Routines for the Violin (London: Peters Edition Limited, 1997), 180.
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If the rhythmic progression of the previous exercise is too advanced, a student
might begin by practicing one shift at a time using the method in Exercise 2.16 below.
Fischer suggests that the violinist “ghost the sixteenth notes,” then “play without the
sixteenth notes.” Fischer shows the progression of eliminating the midpoint of the shift.
This is to help the student understand what the hand is doing during the shift, giving him
a map of the hand’s motion, then learning to play without allowing the intermediate notes
to sound.

Example 2.16. Shifting with intermediate notes while playing double stops. Simon
Fischer, Basics: 300 Exercises and Practice Routines for the Violin (London: Peters
Edition Limited, 1997), 180.

Solving a single problem of tension may help the student achieve more freedom
of the left hand. Most of the time, the issue is that a motion is needed to achieve a
musical goal, and that some form of tension or technical issue is preventing the motion
from happening. There are so many other specifics of the left hand that could be
discussed, but I believe these provide a good foundation. Violin teachers with a clear idea
of what their students should be learning and a set of tools to use when difficulties are
encountered will see their students learn to practice independently and thus grow into
successful students.
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CHAPTER 3
THE BOW HAND

There is nothing more complex or mysterious than the bow hold of a string player.
Master performers wield their bows with pristine virtuosity, creating sounds that awaken
deep emotions in the listener. The bow hold is perhaps the one aspect of violin technique
that is most concentrated on, and the one thing that never seems to be mastered. The
teachers of today are grateful to those who came before, Carl Flesch, Ivan Galamian, and
others, who took the time to articulate the fine points of a good bow hold. It is from these
writings that teachers can understand how to explain bow technique. This chapter will
concisely discuss how to set up the bow hold, summarize how to hold and move the bow,
and address common problems that young students encounter. When a student has a good
bow hold, he will be able to work on phrasing, dynamics, expression, and many other
things without feeling distracted because of tension. For this reason, the development of
the bow hold is essential to good practicing.
The Beginning Bow Hold
According to Ivan Galamian, “the whole right arm technique is based on a system
of springs.”1 The bow must be held so as to support this, he explains. He means by this
that the parts of the arm react to one another, beginning with the smallest knuckles of the
fingers and moving to the wrist and forearm, upper arm, and shoulder. Flesch also spoke
of how the parts of the arm work together. He said of the bow hand fingers: “the source
of their power is not in themselves, but comes from higher up on the arm: forearm, upper
arm, and back muscles.” Galamian adds that the bow hold set forth in his book is in its
1

Ivan Galamian, Principles of Violin Playing & Teaching, 3rd ed. (Englewood Cliffs,
NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1985), 44.
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most basic form: the “neutral grip,” as he calls it. Every beginner must start there. The
first thing to take into consideration when setting up a student’s bow hold is the fingers.
In Galamian’s description of the basic bow hold, the index finger should lean toward the
tip of the bow at the middle joint. The second finger should curve over the stick with the
thumb resting below, contacting the bow at its inner tip, closest to the index finger. There
should be a small space between the first and second fingers as well. Galamian also says
the thumb should not rest in the indentation near the frog, but on the bow stick. The
thumb and second finger should be situated so that they would touch if held in the air,
away from the bow. The third finger should curve over the frog at its center and the little
finger on top of the stick next to the third. The whole point of this basic or “neutral grip”
as he describes it is to allow the fingers to be flexible and to respond to the arm (Figure
3.1).2

Figure 3.1. The neutral grip. Ivan Galamian, Principles of Violin Playing & Teaching, 3rd
ed. (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1985), 46.

The grip is designed specifically for beginners, and Galamian acknowledges that
“in actual playing position this position of the bow hand is not a fixed or invariable thing,
2
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but rather ... it is subject to constant modification as the bow moves from one end to the
other and as the player changes his dynamics, bowing styles, and tonal qualities.”3 Since
this chapter deals with the beginning bow hold, I don’t intend to explore all of the
variables involved, but it is essential to understand that the beginning bow hold is a
starting point. If established well, it can serve as a good foundation for all the additional
movement that will be necessary later in the student’s career. Galamian adds that the
distance between the fingers should be a natural resting position, which means it may be
different depending on how the student is built and the size of his hands.
Pronation and the index finger
Carl Flesch says that all parts of the arm will participate in the movement of the
bow, but the fingers are most important because they “transmit the movements”4 of the
arm to the stick. Therefore, how we hold the bow is key. Flesch discusses the three most
commonly used bow holds: the older German bow hold; the newer Franco-Belgian bow
hold; and the newest, the Russian bow hold (Figure 3.2). The primary reason Flesh
chooses to highlight the Russian bow hold is its use of forearm rotation in order to use the
weight of the index finger to create a full tone. Contrary to the way the German bow hold
uses the tip of the index finger to contact the stick and press down, the Russian bow hold
makes use of the side of the finger. The Franco-Belgian bow hold also makes use of the
side of the finger, but contact with the stick is between the small and middle knuckle,
similar to the Suzuki bow hold as described by Kreitman (see page 74). The Russian bow
hold takes full advantage of the middle of the finger, contacting almost right on the
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middle knuckle. Flesch preferred this grip because he believed it provided “the best tonal
results with the minimum of effort and muscular force.”5 He thought the Russian bow
hold was best for pedagogy because it suits students at a variety of levels. When a
beginner learns this way from the start, he “feels this bow hold to be completely
unforced, and gets used to it unusually quickly ... from the very beginning, ‘scratching’ is
avoided, and the beginner is able to produce a relatively unsullied and healthy sound.”6
Although Flesch thought the index finger should contact the bow at its central knuckle,
its placement could move slightly, depending on the student’s hand, while still producing
the pronation Flesch described.

Figure 3.2. The Russian bow hold. Carl Flesch, The Art of Violin Playing, Book one, ed.
and trans. Eric Rosenblith (New York: Carl Fischer, 2000), 169.

Although labels can be helpful, writers on violin technique rarely use the same
name to describe the same thing. Even Flesch says in his description of the bow hold that
“the terms used ... are less intended to be scientific than commonly understandable.”7 For
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that reason, I will forsake labels and simply describe the bow hold. It may turn out that
the bow hold decided upon as best suited for students is the “Russian,” but that is not
important as long as the role of the fingers and arm are understood. The most essential
thing to take away from Flesch’s description of the “Russian” bow hold is the use of
pronation which causes the bow hand to lean into the index finger. Although all bow
holds make use of pronation, there is a greater emphasis on pushing the weight of the arm
into the index finger in the “Russian” bow hold.8
The Suzuki bow hold
To simplify the concept of bow hold, Edward Kreitman discusses what is
essential for a beginner to understand when holding the bow. The thumb should be placed
with the side closest to the index finger contacting the bow, as close to its tip as possible,
and in a soft bend. For a very young student, the teacher might choose to begin by
placing the thumb on the very end of the bow hair, next to the frog, and move it to the
bow stick once the student is more advanced. The pinky should curve and rest on the top
of the stick (Figure 3.3). Kreitman’s bow hold is most similar to Galamian’s description
since it is placed higher up on the bow stick instead of directly over the frog. Contrary to
its placement in the “Russian” bow hold, Kreitman says that the index finger should cure
over the stick at the first joint of the finger. Most importantly, he says “I want my
students to feel that the holding of the bow happens between the thumb and the two inner
fingers, leaving the pinkie and index finger more relaxed to steer or guide the direction of
the bow on the highway. We also want to feel a pivotal relationship between the thumb
and the index finger and pinky, which adds weight at the tip and releases weight at the
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frog.”9 By pivotal he means that the hand should pivot around the thumb at its center,
leaning toward the little finger or index finger depending on whether the bow is moving
towards the frog or the tip.

Figure 3.3. The Suzuki bow hold. Edward Kreitman, Teaching from the Balance Point: A
Guide for Suzuki Parents, Teachers and Students (Western Springs, IL: Western Springs
School of Talent Education, 1998), 35.

Flesch used different terms when speaking about the pivotal fingers, but
essentially said the same thing as Kreitman. Flesch emphasized the roles of the index and
little finger as tone-producing and tone-inhibiting, respectively. By this he meant that the
forearm should “roll” toward the index finger as the bow moves closer to the tip, and to
the little finger as the bow moves towards the frog. Those movements are called
pronation and supination. As defined by Webster, pronation is “rotation of the hand and
forearm so that the palm faces backwards or downwards,”10 and supination is “rotation of
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the forearm and hand so that the palm faces forward or upward.”11 Flesch actually said
that he did not believe we are “consciously aware” of this rolling.12 I beg to differ. If we,
as violinists, are not aware, we should become so, since the act of rolling the arm is an
important part of a tension-free bow stroke. This kind of motion can be brought to the
attention of students who have mastered the basic bow hold and who are able to maintain
that bow hold consistently. Once a student is aware of the pivoting of the arm, he should
then integrate the motion with the rest of the motions of the bow arm. Perhaps then he
can become less conscious of it as an individual motion.
Maintaining the bow hold
It is essential that a student can play through a piece appropriate to his level and
finish with the same good bow hold with which he started. Often, parents are not sure
how to help their child practice the beginning bow hold. Perhaps this is because the
teacher does not give specific enough instructions. Edward Kreitman suggests that the
teacher approach the bow hold differently and encourage the parent to look at it as a
process. He says, “Instead of thinking of these skills [such as the bow hold] as tasks that
must be mastered quickly so we can ‘get on with the more important task of playing
pieces,’ we can start to enjoy the development of skill much more.” Kreitman encourages
parents to celebrate having a beautiful bow hold over learning a new piece, because the
skill of the bow hold will last a lifetime, while there will always be new pieces to learn.13
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To help students master the bow hold, the teacher must encourage repetition. The
student should be assigned a number of bow holds to make at home, such as fifty each
day, and then asked to keep track and report back to the teacher. There are many ways the
teacher and parent can make this fun. The student could color in a drawing or chart for
every ten bow holds, practice making bow holds during television commercials, or even
work towards a long-term goal such as an ice cream trip after he has made one thousand
bow holds.
To practice the bow hold, the student should carefully place each finger, check to
be sure the thumb and pinky are curved, and hold the bow for a few seconds while
keeping the hand relaxed. All the time the bow can be supported with the other hand, or
the parent can hold it for the child. If the child is very young, the parent should place the
fingers by holding each one and directing it to the correct place. Repetition is the key to
developing a bow hold that can be maintained. When the student learns his first piece, the
teacher should observe whether he is able to maintain the correct bow hold the entire
time.
As the student learns more pieces, the problem of maintaining the bow hold might
resurface. In that case, the student should go back to his easiest piece, then move through
his repertoire until he can maintain the bow hold in the piece he is currently learning. The
emphasis within the Suzuki method on reviewing pieces is ideal for this process. Any
Suzuki student could start from “Twinkle” and work through volume 1 since each piece
adds more layers of technique that challenge the bow hold. If the student can play
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through the piece he is currently learning while maintaining the bow hold, he has
mastered the skill of the foundational bow hold.14
How the bow contacts the string
Once a student has become skillful at making the bow hold and playing the basic
bow strokes, he must learn to “give the bow to the string.”15 The student should be
encouraged to rest his bow on the string from the beginning, rather than suspending the
bow with the arm muscles. Once he has become comfortable moving his bow and is a bit
older, he will be ready to purposefully “give the bow” to the string. Galamian writes
much about the proper ratio of speed, weight, and sounding point in bowing, but before
all of that can be explained, a young student needs first to learn what it means to rest the
bow on the string. Often, a student will try to hold the bow up with his hand. This is a
natural tendency that comes partly from the fact that the teacher instructs him to “hold the
bow” and partly because the student believes he must create the sound, rather than
allowing the weight of the bow to do it for him. Of course, the bow weight is not enough
by itself. The student must allow the weight of his arm to rest on the string through the
bow. The opposite would be a bow arm suspended in the air with the bow only on the
surface of the string.
Kreitman has a simple exercise to help the student feel the bow resting on the
string. “Teacher or parent extends her index finger and allows the child to turn the bow
over, resting the hair of the bow on the adult’s extended finger. If the child is truly resting
the weight of the bow on the finger, the tip of the bow should fall or sag if the teacher

Edward Kreitman, “Suzuki Violin, Unit 1” (Lecture, PhoenixPhest Grande, Eastern
Michigan University, July 28, 2015).
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pulls the finger away. If the tip of the bow stays horizontal when the adult pulls the finger
away, then the child is merely holding the bow next to the finger.”16 This demonstration
is often enough for the child to understand what it means to allow the bow to rest on the
string rather than supporting it with his arm. The student need only be reminded by
asking him “who is holding the bow, you or the violin?”17
The Motions of the Bow
Galamian summarizes the motion of the bow by saying that “all the natural
motions of the hand, arm and fingers as such are circular in character ... straight-line
motion [such as the bow moving parallel to the bridge] forms only through a combination
of movements which are naturally circular.”18 The terms “vertical” and “horizontal” refer
to the direction of the bow stroke rather than the exact direction of the fingers.19 When
moving isolated muscle groups, such as bending and straightening of the fingers while
keeping the hand still, we are merely activating muscle groups for the purpose of learning
to move them. In order to avoid injury, no one muscle should ever work alone.
The parts of the arm
As the teacher works with young students to help them get familiar with the
motions of the bow, it is helpful to know how the individual parts of the arm move. In
addition to the opening of the elbow, Galamian speaks about the vertical movement of
the fingers as they bend and straighten, the horizontal movement of the fingers as they
straighten at the tip, the vertical pivot of the pinky as it applies pressure, and the vertical
16
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and horizontal motion of the wrist. Finally, he points out that there is an “axis rotation” as
the bow rolls to lean away from the bridge slightly.20 Flesch also discusses the individual
parts of the arm and how they move. In addition to wrist and finger motion as Galamian
mentioned, Flesch covers the larger arm motions such as: “Up and down movements of
the upper arm from the shoulder joint; quasi-horizontal [lateral] movements of the upper
arm from the shoulder joint; ‘rolling’ motion of the forearm from the elbow joint
[pronation and supination]; quasi-horizontal movements of the forearm from the elbow
joint; wrist joint motions; and finger motions.”21
The idea is that not one of these movements should ever be isolated, but each one
serves a primary function in which it is helped by the others. For example, the up and
down movements of the upper arm are used primarily for string crossings in the upper
half of the bow, near the tip. The upper arm motion is fairly straightforward. The
movements of the wrist are more complicated. Flesch explains that the wrist should be
used as a replacement for the opening of the elbow when playing détaché at the frog, for
rapid string crossing when the upper arm cannot move quickly enough, and for changing
the bow at the frog especially.22
The elbow
According to Galamian, there is one bow arm motion that is primary. “The
forearm can bend and straighten, hinge fashion, in the elbow joint with the effect of
closing and opening the arm. This is probably the most important of all bowing

20

Galamian, Principles of Violin, 49.

21

Flesch, The Art of Violin, 38.

22

Ibid., 39.

80

movements and it is used in almost every type of bowing stroke.”23 The opening and
closing of the elbow joint is the one motion that every student should understand before
learning advanced bow strokes. If a student can open and close the elbow while keeping
the bow parallel to the bridge, he has mastered the flexible motion of the right arm, since
it is impossible to keep the bow parallel to the bridge without allowing the upper arm to
participate. When the upper arm is involved the elbow will move as if drawing a
semicircle.
Patterning
Edward Kreitman describes the place where the elbow creates a ninety-degree
angle as the “square” of the arm. It is important for young students to allow the elbow to
open and close from the “square.” Kreitman uses a method called “patterning” to teach
students to feel this motion. When teaching young students, Kreitman guides the bow
with his hand over the student’s. He takes turns guiding the bow and asking the student to
play on his own and imitate. By asking the student to copy his sound, the feeling when he
moves the bow, and what the bow movement looks like, he explores the aural, tactile, and
visual aspects of bowing.24 That kind of exploration helps the student to learn what it
should feel like to open and close the elbow while also allowing the upper arm to move.
Why is it so important that the student learn the motion of the bow by feeling it through
the teacher’s arm? According to Kreitman, “Playing the violin is about the relationship of
what it feels like physically and what it sounds like.” 25 He emphasizes that it is much
easier for a young child to copy the feeling than it is for him to learn the motion
23
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rationally. Based on the connection between feeling and sound, Kreitman believes with
great confidence that from the start the student need never be told to look at his bow.
The motions of the bow are so detailed and complicated that it is best that the
teacher be very familiar with them, and then teach them in a gradual progression of skills
to her students. Throughout the first two years of lessons, a student has ideally learned to
form and maintain a good bow hold, and how to open and close the elbow through
patterning as discussed above. Next, he should learn to “tonalize.”
Tonalization
A good bow hold gives students the tool they need to produce an excellent sound,
which is the backbone of good violin playing. Dr. Suzuki believed that every young
student should be taught to hear and adjust his own tone.26 The teaching of tone in
relation to the resonance of the open strings, especially to very young students, was
unique to Dr. Suzuki. His idea of “tonalization” is based on recreating with the bow the
resonance produced when a string is plucked. He coined the term in 1967 as a word that
made sense in English but was based on a Japanese word that meant “vocalization” as
used by singers.27 To say it another way, “All violin tone is an open string sound.”28 This
unique idea has been beneficial to many young students, and is a philosophy I wish to
carry forth in my own teaching.
Dr. Suzuki’s ideas about tonalization developed over a span of nearly fifty years,
and he viewed the concept as inextricably connected to the heart and soul of the
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musician. Because expression is communicated through tone, Suzuki placed a great
emphasis on excellence in that area. He said, “I invest considerable effort to foster in
students the ability of mind and ear to listen critically to one’s own tone.”29 Through his
extensive writings and personal mentoring of American violin teachers, Suzuki
communicated his methods of teaching tonalization. While delving into this would be
beyond the scope of this document, I would like to explain some ideas about how and
when students should begin to tonalize.
At first, a student learns to simply “play his strings,” says Edward Kreitman in
Teaching from the Balance Point. He describes it this way because a beginner does not
make use of the full resonance of the instrument. After the student has acquired some
basic skills of violin playing such as balanced posture, a good bow hold, fingers placed
correctly on the reference tapes, and the bow moving parallel to the bridge most of the
time, then he can learn to truly play the instrument, causing it to fully resonate.
Resonance is the foundation of “tonalization.” Carl Flesh speaks of it as “setting the
string into uninterrupted oscillation,”30 which he says is the job of the right hand and arm,
hence the job of the bow. When a student learns to place the bow hand fingers well, to
lean into the index finger, and to pivot around the central point of the thumb, he can
begin to create that resonance.
When to teach “tonalization”
According to Kreitman, the best time to begin to teach tonalization as a separate
exercise is at the end of Suzuki’s volume 1. From the very beginning, a student should be
encouraged to listen and to adjust the weight of the arm and speed of the bow to create a
29
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“good” sound. But by now a student will have acquired the skills listed above and be
ready to focus on the more advanced task of producing a ringing sound. At the beginner
level that may mean only a less crunchy sound, eliminating excess bow weight, or a
sound with little to no extraneous noise caused by inconsistent movement and weight. If a
student can keep the bow in the central sounding point, between bridge and fingerboard,
and prevent it from skidding sideways, that can be counted as success in the first year of
lessons. Much of that instruction happens through patterning. The next step is to teach the
ring tones along with the staccato bow stroke, which allows the student to hear them
clearly.
Ring tones and the bow stroke
In order for a student to produce a ringing tone with the bow, he must first
understand the concept of ring tones in his left hand. Kreitman points out that certain
notes “create a sympathetic vibration with one of the open strings if the note is played
exactly in tune with the open string to which it corresponds.”31 He calls those notes ring
tones and defines them as “any fingered note that has the same letter name as an open
string.”32 For example, the G played with the third finger on the D string will cause the
open G string to resonate if it is in tune with the open string. Once a student learns what
the ring tones are, he can tune them to the corresponding open string. Teaching this way
is useful because the student can easily hear the ring of these open string notes, which
inspires him to produce a good tone with his bow. To summarize:




Third fingers create octaves with the open string below.
Fourth fingers create unisons with the open string above.
First finger on G or D creates an octave with the open A or E.
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Low second finger on E string creates a double octave with the
open G. 33

These nine notes are the ring tones in first position. Once the student understands
where they are on the fingerboard, he can begin to practice the bow stroke necessary to
make the notes ring. A staccato stroke that is created by a fast bow speed and release will
allow the ring of the open string to be heard in the silence between bow strokes. Kreitman
asks his students to play each ring tone four times with a staccato bow, listening between
each bow. In order to play through the ring tone series, the student must play the ring
tones as listed above, beginning with the third finger on E string and moving down to
third finger on the D string; next by playing the fourth fingers from G up to A string; then
finishing with low second finger on E string, then first finger on D and G string.34 This
part of learning tonalization is based on finding the pitches in the left hand while using a
staccato bow stroke, and centered on preparing the violin to vibrate.

Example 3.1. The Ring Tone Series. Edward Kreitman, “Suzuki Violin, Unit 2” (lectures,
Memphis Suzuki Institute, University of Memphis, June 8–12, 2015).
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Suzuki’s “tonalization” exercise
When a student has learned how to play the ring tones, Kreitman suggests using
the tonalization exercise provided in Suzuki’s volume 2 (Example 3.2). The exercise will
serve as the second part of the tonalization process, teaching the student to produce
resonance on the instrument by adjusting the bow speed and weight. Kreitman suggests
modifying the tonalization exercise by asking the student to first play each half note four
times with a staccato bow, just as he played the ring tones.35

Example 3.2. Tonalization exercise. Shinichi Suzuki, Violin School, vol. 2, violin part,
rev. ed. (Miami: Summy-Birchard, 2007), 11.

There are three things about the bow that must be in place to create a ring. They
are: the bow’s position parallel to the bridge (placement); the speed of the bow; and the
weight of the bow. These three elements of bow control have been talked about for years
by the master teachers. Galamian spoke about the way they are interrelated, saying “these
three factors are interdependent, inasmuch as a change in any one of them will require a
corresponding adaptation in at least one of the others.”36
In addition to focusing on the bow, the student should adjust his finger placement
after each bow stroke if the note does not ring. Once the student can adjust more quickly,
the half note can be played twice, then only once. When the student can play the ring tone

35

Kreitman, Teaching from the Balance Point, 44.

36

Galamian, Principles of Violin, 55.

86

series and the tonalization exercise from volume 2 successfully with a staccato bow, he
can be introduced to the slow bow.
By the time a student has been studying for a year or more, he should be able to
play with the bow parallel to the bridge. If so, he has mastered one of the three elements
of bowing or “directions” of the bow: placement. The next two “directions” act as a unit
and are introduced during tonalization exercises as the relationship between the speed and
weight of the bow. By asking a student to move the bow very slowly while applying
maximum weight, the teacher can demonstrate that the point of friction at a slow speed
requires much weight. The student can then be told to lessen the weight of his arm while
keeping the speed slow until he finds the point of resonance where the best sound lies.
All the while, the bow placement parallel to the bridge should be maintained. To find this
point of resonance is to tonalize.37 Only then can he attempt the tonalization exercise as
written, with slow, legato bows, and keep a good tone. If a young violinist can play the
tonalization exercise in this way, he has learned what it means to tonalize and can begin
to practice using the pieces in Suzuki’s volume 2.
I recently conducted an informal experiment in relation to tone with my own
students. Most of the students were eight years old or younger. In each lesson, I asked the
student if she could describe her tone using one word. I received some blank stares, and a
few students responded with “out of tune?” The responses made it clear that the students
did not know what “tone” meant. After receiving an answer, I played a section of Julia
Fischer’s recording of the Tchaikovsky Violin Concerto in D Major and used words such
as “warm, deep, clear, and ringing,” to describe her tone. Then, I asked the student what
she thought of Fischer’s tone. Words that I used were repeated, but some interesting
37
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descriptions also followed. One student suggested that the second theme in the first
movement sounded like “Cinderella.” Several students thought it sounded clear because
of Fischer’s clean articulation.
The most interesting part of the experiment came after we listened to the
recording. I asked each of my students to play again the same piece they had just played.
Most were playing a variation of “Twinkle” from Suzuki’s volume 1. There was a
dramatic improvement in each student’s tone when the students played after listening to
the recording. It is important for students to learn exactly how to produce a good tone, but
simple awareness of what it is and what kind of sound to listen for can also make a
tremendous difference.
More Advanced Techniques
Since the technique of the bow is constantly evolving and becoming more
complicated as the student grows more advanced, there are some common issues that
students encounter as they begin to play more difficult repertoire. These problems are
related to the basics of bow technique and can be divided into a few simple categories.
Bow changes
This is probably one of the earliest issues a student will encounter. The bow must
change direction from the first time it is placed on the string. Flesch discusses the many
ways violinists have tried to solve the issue of smooth bow changes for years, saying that
“the difficulties connected with bow changes are most apparent at the frog.”38 We know
that this is because the weight of the bow at the frog is great enough to necessitate a
lifting action from the arm, a lessening of weight, to prevent stopping the string from
vibrating all together. Violinists have tried many things throughout the development of
38
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violin playing to deal with this problem. For some time, until the end of the nineteenth
century at least, some violinists thought it best to avoid playing in the lower third of the
bow all together, particularly older violinists in Paris, according to Flesch. Then, the
focus shifted to the development of flexibility in the wrist, since it was thought to be the
solution to changing at the frog, but this overuse of the wrist did not provide smooth bow
changes either. According to Flesch, the “fingerstroke” became popular in the 1890’s,
with the goal of reducing the motion to an even smaller part of the arm. Finally, it was
discovered that what worked best was a combination of wrist and finger motion at the
frog.39 At the tip the flexibility of the fingers will contribute to smooth bow changes as
well, but the upper arm should also be used.40
Following this explanation of the history of bow changes at the frog, Flesch
provides an exercise to implement the motion. He encourages students to work on the
finger stroke separately, then to add the wrist motion. The finger stroke:
1. Stretch and bend the fingers with bow in hand, the bow being
horizontal with the hair showing on top with the stick resting on
the index finger.
2. The same exercise with the bow held vertically.
3. The same exercise with the horizontal bow, however the stick
being on top
4. Use the fingerstroke to produce a martelé on an open string in
the middle of the bow.
5. The same at the frog.41
Flesch clarifies that the reason for beginning with the bow upside down is to
allow the pinky to gradually become accustomed to the weight of the bow. He also
emphasizes that “only when a violinist is able to produce a pure fingerstroke, at the frog,
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with good tone quality and without participation of the wrist, can he claim to have
flexible finger joints, and will he be able to execute perfect and inaudible bow
changes.”42
Next, the student should add the motion of the wrist. Flesch says to do this by
practicing “rapid, repeated notes at the frog, without use of the upper arm.” He adds that
if the fingers have gained flexibility, they will naturally be part of this movement. After
practicing rapid bow strokes at the frog, the student should play “slow, détaché exercises
at the frog.” The student should watch to make sure the wrist and fingers are flexible, and
listen until the bow change has become inaudible.43
Simon Fischer presents another way to practice finger flexibility. He recommends
exaggerating the motion of the fingers by playing “short (one eighth of a bow), smooth,
sustained strokes at the heel, middle and point. Just at the end of each down-bow, while
the bow is still moving, smoothly straighten the fingers and thumb by pushing away from
the palm. At the same time let the hand move slightly in the same direction as the fingers
(i.e., down, producing a more upward curve at the wrist).”44 Do the opposite on the upbow by curving the fingers and lowering the knuckles, and repeat this exercise in all parts
of the bow. If a student has developed a good, gentle bow hold, the fingers will naturally
bend and straighten at the tip, but if bow changes are a struggle, this exercise can serve to
loosen the fingers further. Smooth bow changes are an essential skill of the bow hand that
should be continually improved, especially since added accents or sudden motions can
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distract the listener. Also, the amount of control gained by the student who has a smooth
and inaudible bow change will prove a valuable skill in other areas of bow technique.
String crossing
It seems that the more complicated the repertoire, the more string crossings are
involved. “Etude” in volume 1of Suzuki’s Violin School is an exercise in string crossing,
but students often need a more isolated exercise to really work on this technique before
they can play the piece successfully. Kreitman says the elbow should lead a crossing to a
higher string, such as from A to E string, and the wrist should lead to a lower string, such
as A to D string.45 The idea behind the elbow or wrist going first is to keep from
disrupting the form of the bow arm. Since the elbow is the heavier part of the arm and is
situated below the hand most of the time, a student should let the elbow move first when
crossing to a higher string since that is what would keep the proper bow arm intact. The
same is true for allowing the wrist to lead when crossing to a lower string. If the wrist
went first when crossing from A to E string the elbow would be suspended above the
wrist in an unnatural position, but if the wrist led a string crossing from A to D string, the
bow arm would be maintained.
After understanding which part of the arm to lead with, it is important that the
student notices the bow stopping on the old string before crossing to the new one.
Kreitman says, “the order of events should be play, stop, cross; play, stop, cross,”
otherwise the new string will be heard as an open string before the finger has time to
drop.46 Fischer’s exercise deals with the aspect of where to stop the bow as well. To
simplify it as Kreitman describes, the student could wait on the first wrest, then follow
45
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both instructions on the second. Kreitman suggests practicing how to stop and cross
within “Etude” (Example. 3.3).

Example 3.3. String crossing in “Etude.” Edward Kreitman, Teaching with an Open
Heart A Guide to Developing Conscious Musicianship for Suzuki Parents, Teachers, and
Students (Western Springs, IL: Western Springs School of Talent Education, 2010), 88.

Bow distribution
As a teacher of young students, Edward Kreitman first introduces bow
distribution without speaking about it, through patterning. Later, when he explains the
concept to students, he uses what he calls the “alternating bow.” This bowing fits the
pattern of long, short, short, which is used in Variation C of “Twinkle” in Suzuki’s
volume 1. The stroke is called “alternating” because the first stroke goes to the tip, then
two small strokes are made at the tip. The next bow is another “long” stroke (up bow) and
goes to the frog, then two small strokes are made at the frog. Thus, alternating between
the tip and the frog of the bow. When played legato, the bow should slow down on the
“short” strokes so that less bow is used. If the bow is moved at the same speed as the
“long” note, the “short” notes will be staccato. Kreitman uses the words “long, little,”
which would eliminate the misunderstanding that the word “short” could create.47
The “alternating bow” stroke should be taught to a student who has a good grasp
of how to use the bow and makes smooth bow changes, but does not yet understand how

47

Kreitman, “Suzuki Violin, Unit 1” (lectures, July 26–August 2, 2015).

92

to consciously choose which part of the bow to use. The “alternating bow” is the next
step for the student who spends most of his time in the middle area of the bow, around
the square of the elbow. Using Kreitman’s teaching style, the teacher would pattern the
alternating bow stroke first by guiding the bow with her hand over the student’s bow
hand and asking the student to notice what part of the bow she is using, and how the bow
feels when it changes speed. This first step can be done on the open A string. Then, the
student can be asked to copy the bow stroke on his own. It is also important to explain to
the student that a slower bow speed is necessary on the “little” notes in order for them to
be legato. The student may find himself frustrated if he tries to keep the bow speed the
same, since the first, faster bow carried him from the frog all the way to the tip. He will
have to stop the bow in between notes to accomplish staying at the tip while using a fast
bow. This would be an opportune time to reinforce that staccato bows require a fast arm
movement with a wait in between, while legato bows are created by a slow arm
movement and no break between notes.
Simon Fischer also introduces a more advanced means of changing bow speed
using the Allemande from Partita in D minor by J. S. Bach (Example 3.4). He says “‘two
thirds/one third/two thirds’ is a bow division for groups of three strokes, used for
traveling to a higher or lower place in the bow without playing accents.”48 Since there is a
repeated note grouping, the goal is to get back to the same place in the bow after four
notes, allowing the second group of notes to be played in the same part of the bow. The
accent that would be created by a sudden increase in bow speed on the fourth note of the
bar is avoided by the “zigzag” effect. This is a more advanced bow division technique
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than the alternating bow stroke. A student could be given this exercise on an open string
to practice managing the bow speed.

Example 3.4. Unequal bow division. J. S. Bach “Allemanda” from Partita in D minor,
BWV 1004. Exercise in Simon Fischer, Basics: 300 Exercises and Practice Routines for
the Violin (London: Peters, 1997), 51.

Tone production
We have discussed tonalization, but I would like to consider some other elements
of tone production. Fischer provides an exercise for managing bow weight that could be
used to supplement the slow bow practice of the tonalization exercise in Suzuki’s volume
2 (Example 3.5). The exercise could be added after the student has studied “tonalization.”
Fischer says: “Leopold Mozart was one of the first to teach this exercise. In recent times
it has been a central practice technique taught by Capet and his pupil Galamian ... this
exercise uses strokes that change from loud ... to soft.”49 The idea is to have the student
learn to give the weight of his arm using the hand until the richest tone available on the
instrument is discovered. The student should use the arm to move the bow, but the hand
to create and release the forte sound. (For multiple variations of this exercise, see Simon
Fischer’s book, Basics).

49

Fischer, Basics, 54.

94

Example 3.5. Changing the weight of the bow. Simon Fischer, Basics: 300 Exercises and
Practice Routines for the Violin (London: Peters, 1997), 54.

In order to produce good tone, a student must be able to control the speed of his
bow in addition to the weight. Fischer presents several exercises that deal with speed. The
first is an exercise for evenness of speed and weight. Fischer suggests playing détaché
half notes at a slow speed with different variations on the speed of the bow (Exercise
3.6). For example, the first measure indicates to begin with a quick bow, then slow down
immediately. The second measure places the quick bow at the end of the long, slow bow.
This exercise requires control and an understanding of what one must do with the arm in
order to move the bow faster or slower. The exercise should be played with only slight
changes in speed or weight so that the strokes sound mostly even.50

Example 3.6. Changing the speed of the bow. Simon Fischer, Basics: 300 Exercises and
Practice Routines for the Violin (London: Peters, 1997), 59.
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The contact point, or the place where the bow touches the string, is another vital
element of tone production. A beginner may only need one contact point for a whole
piece, but as he becomes more advanced, he will need different contact points to
accommodate changing dynamics and musical expression. Flesch explains that often the
violinist’s ear becomes fine tuned to listen for inaccuracies in pitch, but ignores problems
of tone. The violin student is much more apt to blame a problem with tone on “an
unlucky accident”51 than to try to fix it, while a wrong note will be quickly recognized.
Some examples, according to Flesch, are “wispy, unclear détaché” caused by not enough
bow weight and “choking-up” of the sound caused by the bow not being close enough to
the bridge on a long note.52 This problem can be helped by bringing the student’s
attention to the various contact points and how they function.53
If a student has trouble with the bow slipping across contact points and not
finding a place to connect between the bridge and fingerboard, he should practice
exercises that help him feel each contact point and understand how much speed and
weight to use for each. Exercises 3.8 and 3.9 address how to change the contact point
within a bow as well as ways to practice on different contact points. Fischer notes that
Flesch and Galamian both divided the area between the bridge and fingerboard into five
contact points (Figure 3.4). “Flesch called them ‘at the Bridge,’ ‘Neighborhood of the
bridge; that is between the Bridge and central point,’ ‘at the central point,’
‘Neighborhood of the Fingerboard; that is between Fingerboard and central point,’ ‘at the
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Fingerboard.’”54 Fischer provides a diagram of the five “soundpoints,”55 as Flesch called
them, in first position.

Figure 3.4. The five sound points. Simon Fischer, Basics: 300 Exercises and Practice
Routines for the Violin (London: Peters, 1997), 41.

First, the student should play whole bows on each soundpoint, experimenting with
different proportions of speed and weight until he produces a resonant tone. Fischer asks
the student to begin on soundpoint 5, closest to the fingerboard, and to start with fast and
light bow strokes and gradually increase weight and reduce speed (Example 3.7).56 He
also says to play with whole bows, and without vibrato initially. A more advanced
student could add vibrato once the point of resonance is found. Playing without vibrato is
helpful because many students try to create the ringing sound by strenuous left hand
motion, which would defeat the purpose of the exercise. When practicing on each
soundpoint individually, the bow must stay parallel to the bridge so that it does not move
between contact points.
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Example 3.7. Changing the sounding point of the bow. Simon Fischer, Basics: 300
Exercises and Practice Routines for the Violin (London: Peters, 1997), 42.

Fischer provides another exercise on the five soundpoints using short bows. This
exercise is meant to be played first at the tip, then in the upper half, middle, and lower
half of the bow (Example 3.8). In each part of the bow the student should search for the
point of resonance by varying weight and speed. Young students should practicing on an
open string or a note in first position. An older student could play the same exercise in
higher positions to practice the difference in sounding point when the string is shorter. As
Fischer notes, “In high positions squeeze the soundpoints closer to the bridge.”57 In other
words, there will still be five soundpoints, but they will be much closer together and in
closer proximity to the bridge.
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Example 3.8. Changing the sounding point of the bow with fast notes. Simon Fischer,
Basics: 300 Exercises and Practice Routines for the Violin (London: Peters, 1997), 43.

Some students may need to practice rhythms on different soundpoints before
trying to play their piece. Below is a set of rhythm patterns that could be practiced on
each sound point (Example 3.9). Fischer also suggests; “play the groups faster near the
fingerboard, slower near the bridge,” and, of course, always play with a clear and pure
tone.58 He also recommends that the student play each pattern several times until the
desired speed and weight are discovered. To make the exercise more advanced, the same
notes could be played in different positions, on different strings, or even in a different
octave.
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Example 3.9. Changing the sounding point of the bow with varying rhythms. Simon
Fischer, Basics: 300 Exercises and Practice Routines for the Violin (London: Peters,
1997), 47.

As each student matures in his bow technique, he will begin to develop the ability
to create various tone colors. His dynamic range should broaden as well. These two skills
come from combining the three elements of bowing: weight, speed, and placement. An
advanced student will not remain at one contact point but change the contact point as
necessary, and in relation will also change the speed and weight. These basic exercises
are a start to the student understanding what is necessary at each place in the bow so that
he can begin to experiment with how to move between contact points and change speed
and weight in relation to the musical phrase. Just as one part of the hand does not work
alone, but should be isolated in order to bring awareness to it, each element of bow
technique must be exercised individually so that the student understands how the
elements work. All of that practicing is meant to prepare the student to play well, without
tension, and to be conscious of what his bow is doing as he progresses to more advanced
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repertoire. Each student deserves the opportunity to learn the skill of a good bow hold,
how to maintain it, and how to use the bow in its simplest motions. It is through
developing those skills that a student will be inspired to practice, and will be able to
move forward without unnecessary tension holding him back.
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CHAPTER 4
A SURVEY OF TEACHERS

In May, 2015, I sent a survey with ten questions to a number of teachers of stringed
instruments. Fifty teachers responded, and the following discussion will examine their
answers in relation to the problem of practicing. I promised to keep their responses
anonymous in the context of publication. Some responses may be quoted, but the
particular respondent will not be revealed. The questions in the survey can be divided
into two categories: the reasons students do not practice and how to motivate students to
practice. There were a variety of opinions expressed in the survey responses and the
unique approach of each teacher has great value for the musical community. Each
viewpoint is based upon experiences and training, and each teacher can offer something
unique to his or her students. It is also true that many teachers have experienced similar
training, so there are issues upon which they would, for the most part, agree with one
another. I would like to focus on those methods that most respondents recommended
since the purpose is to find out what is working for teachers.
There are some very valuable lessons to be learned from reading the perspectives
of many different teachers on the same questions. The most unexpected lesson that I
learned was about myself. After seeing how others answered, I saw that it was impossible
for me to have asked unbiased questions. Just as each teacher answered based on his or
her own years of experience, my questions were based on particular problems I have
dealt with as a teacher. Although one might say that a biased survey is not ideal, this
project is not a scientific study. I would like to think that those reading this document are
a part of a large community of teachers who all share in the goal of seeing their students
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succeed. I believe the personal experience behind my questions is exactly what makes
this chapter valuable to other teachers, parents and students. Through my experiences, the
many questions I have asked, mistakes I have made and revelations that I have had
through teaching, I have an opportunity to share a unique perspective and set of solutions
that other teachers will identify with.
Priority Teaching
As evidenced by the many frustrated answers I received, it is impossible to create
a perfect system for teaching the violin; and since every student has a unique personality
and set of challenges there is no system that will work for every student. Several teachers
responded to the question of how to motivate students to practice with a problem of their
own instead of an answer to the question. This tells me that there are still many teachers
who are struggling to find a solution to the problem of practicing. There may not be a
perfect system, but there can be a way of teaching that creates success.
The title of Edward Kreitman's book, Teaching from the Balance Point, alludes to
this idea. It is a book that was originally intended for the parents in his own studio. Mr.
Kreitman says in the preface that the word “balance” refers to more than just the physical.
He speaks of the balance of the bow and the balance of good posture, but says that the
term also refers to the balance between constructive criticism and positive feedback.1 In
his preface, he encourages the reader to look for the idea of balance within every chapter,
and says that “balance is always there, underlying every aspect of teaching and playing.”2
The difficulty for many teachers is finding that balance. How strict should one be with a
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student? How much should a teacher insist a skill be mastered before moving on? The
answer is “priority teaching.”3
Teachers who consistently develop successful students have clear and specific
teaching priorities. In Teaching from the Balance Point, Kreitman outlines his personal
priorities, which fit within his experience of the Suzuki method and philosophy. They
are:
1. Teaching balanced posture of the body, including violin and
bow hold.
2. Teaching balanced tone production or “tonalization.”
3. Teaching perfect intonation.
4. Teaching skills for developing artistic musicianship in
performance.
5. Teaching notes and bowings to new pieces.4
Anyone who has spent time with Mr. Kreitman can see that these are his true
priorities and that his whole system of teaching is based around them. No violin teacher
would argue these points, but an example of different, but equal priorities could come
from a traditional violin teacher who does not use the Suzuki method. That teacher might
still begin by teaching balanced posture, but her second priority might be teaching the
student to read music so he would be able to learn the notes to a new piece. Her personal
struggle might have been with intonation, therefore she is very passionate about it, so her
third priority after learning to read music could be that all of her students have excellent
intonation. If in her personal experience it is not difficult to teach musicality, or she has
seen it come naturally to many students, that may be her last priority. This would also be
a successful way of teaching because the teacher has consistent priorities for her students
based on important aspects of violin technique. Kreitman said this about his priorities: “I
3
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developed this system through my experiences at workshops and institutes and with
transfer students who were desperately in need of an overhaul...A few years ago, I
decided that this is the only way to give students the basic technique necessary to support
the level at which they are trying to play.”5 A teacher could adopt Kreitman’s priorities,
or she could choose her own. What is important is that each teacher develops her own set
of priorities by studying her students and learning from master teachers.
The answers to my survey questions consistently pointed to poor posture and
being uncomfortable on the instrument as the primary reason for students struggling with
practicing. Perhaps this means that the teachers who were surveyed are not implementing
a priority system in which posture is key. Or perhaps they believe posture is important,
but are unsure how to address it. Kreitman also mentions that if he is truly following his
system of priority teaching, it requires that the practice parent is observing the lesson,
taking notes, and working with their child at home. The role of the parent will be
discussed later in the chapter. If poor posture is the primary reason students do not
practice well, then it should become the number one priority for all teachers. My goal is
to provide some tools for teachers to address this issue.
Reasons Students Do Not Practice
A student who struggles to practice could be one who never takes the instrument
out of the case at home, or it could be one who plays every day but never progresses.
Based on the answers I received and my own personal experience in ten years of teaching
violin lessons, there are five primary reasons that students struggle with practicing. Two
were mentioned earlier: a student may feel uncomfortable on the instrument because of a
poor setup, and a lack of support and/or leadership from the parent at home can make
5
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practicing more difficult. The two additional issues that came up in survey answers were
a child being too busy or overcommitted in the number of his activities and not knowing
what to do when practicing at home. The fifth reason is one that recently occurred to me
when doing teacher training with Edward Kreitman. As I observed lessons as part of the
training, it was obvious that many students were in the habit of not listening to
themselves when they play the violin. Kreitman worked with several students on this
issue, and as they began to open their ears and develop musical intention in their pieces, it
was obvious that the violin took on a whole new level of interest for them. For this
reason, the fifth practicing dilemma for students, I believe, is a loss of interest based on
repeated motions with no internal satisfaction. This problem is caused by the teacher
neglecting to develop musicality and focusing only on learning notes and pieces.
Posture
When a student feels uncomfortable on his instrument, he does not enjoy playing,
and the feeling of frustration that comes from being uncomfortable and not knowing why
creates a barrier between the student and his practice time. This is true for adults as well,
but an adult musician has built up so many tools that it is easier to be motivated to get
into the practice room and figure out the problem. A child needs much more coaching
and individual attention, and he may not understand that his discomfort is something that
can be changed. In the last question on the survey, I asked what technique issues were
common and caused practice dilemmas for students. Many answers listed specifics such
as “posture, bow hold, left hand position, playing with ease...overall comfort with the
instrument.”6 Teachers agreed that any type of technical weakness can cause a student to
Survey by Jamie Weaver, “Teaching Practicing to the Beginning Violin Student,”
Memphis, TN, April 6–May 5, 2015.
6
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not want to practice. One teacher said, “Holding the instrument wrong can cause the
student to feel more pain and be discouraged from playing.”7 Tension and discomfort
resulting from poor posture were the primary reason teachers believed their students did
not want to practice. How can we teach in a way that avoids these issues?
While posture is something that all violinists continue to work on throughout their
lives, teaching children correct posture presents unique challenges, due to their growing
bodies. One teacher made the point that growth spurts cause posture and technique to
need minor adjustments. Since young students are always growing, it is important for
teachers to be constantly vigilant about posture, especially when it comes to violin
position, sizing of the instrument, bow arm height and angle, and left hand placement and
shape. Students will need reminders and adjustments as they develop. One of my
students, a nine-year-old boy, recently changed violin sizes and worked hard to adjust his
bow position to the length of his new bow. Several months later, after starting to get
comfortable with the new bow, he began to turn the stick dramatically toward himself,
with the bow hair facing the fingerboard. He had also moved his bow arm to the right,
causing his bow to no longer be parallel to the bridge. After working on this issue for
several lessons, I realized what had happened: his arm had grown. We talked about how
to adjust his arm based on its new length, and he is back to playing with a good sound. In
regards to teachers being watchful, Edward Kreitman wrote:
“Although I like to see certain things in my students, other teachers may have
their own ideas about how they would like their students to look. Whether we
agree or not is immaterial; what does matter is that each teacher has a consistent
concept in his mind’s eye of what the correct playing posture will be. This
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concept should support relaxation in the playing, and posture must remain the
primary focus at all times.”8
Some teachers wrote about tension being a problem that negatively effects
practicing. One teacher said: “I think that tension and gripping is a common problem for
all students, even the ones who had a good start.”9 Poor posture inevitably causes tension,
and, as another teacher said, “tension makes it hard to focus on problem solving or music
making.”10 Teachers should slowly and carefully work with each new student to prevent
tension from ever developing. This is one area in my own teaching that I would like to
improve. Recently, I discovered that my work on tension is reactive most of the time, and
that if I implement priority teaching when students are young, I can prevent many of the
issues I am forced to address with older students. It is also key to keep a constant vision
of good posture when it comes to older students.
Gripping develops when the violin is positioned so that the child cannot support it
with her chin and neck, forcing the left hand to take over some of the responsibility of
holding up the instrument. It is essential for a new student to learn to hold the violin
mostly with the chin and neck so she does not rely entirely upon the left hand. Once the
position under the chin is solidified, then she can allow her left hand to share some of the
responsibility of support, but not before. When gripping becomes a habit, the student’s
hand gets used to holding tension. Initially, if the child is playing “Lightly Row” from
Suzuki’s volume 1, for example, the gripping may not be obvious, but as soon as she has
to play a high third finger, hop her finger over a fifth quickly, or play a set of fast notes,
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the tension hijacks the necessary motion. The teacher should be on the lookout for
problems with executing techniques and check to see if tension is the culprit.
There are different ways of testing the left hand for tension. The teacher might
reach up and touch the student's palm or thumb muscle to feel if it is tight. The student
could be given the “touch and drop” game as an assignment, dropping her arm by her
side in a relaxed way each time she touches the neck of the instrument and doing this a
number of times each day.11 If it is difficult for a student to drop the hand at a moment’s
notice, her hand is likely tense.
As a more general statement, one teacher surveyed said: “Proper left and right
hand set-up are the major issues for all students.”12 Many teachers said the same thing in
different words. The technical setup discussed in chapters two and three is the basic
knowledge that a teacher must possess in order to deal with the left and right hands.
Awareness of what a proper set-up looks like is necessary to avoid problems and serves
as the motivation for a teacher to resist the urge to move through pieces too quickly. If a
teacher knows this over-arching issue of tension should be a priority, he can make it so,
and address all the specifics, such as the angle of the fingers when the drop, within the
context of a relaxed left hand.
The bow hand was mentioned almost as often as the left hand by teachers in their
answers to the question of common technique problems. Teachers agreed that a relaxed
and correct bow hold will prevent many problems from arising. Since the placement of
the fingers was discussed in chapter three, it can be assumed that the reader understands
how to set up the bow hold. The question, then, is how to give it attention so that it
11
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develops into a habit. I observed Edward Kreitman as he taught a student who had the
habit of holding her bow the wrong way. He asked her if it was any more difficult to hold
it the right way. She quickly answered “no.” “Right,” he said. It is equally as hard to
make an incorrect bow hold as it is a correct one. The bow hold is simply a habit, and
habits are created by repetition. If a teacher asks his student to make her correct bow hold
twenty times each day, then her habit will become a positive one rather quickly.
When tension arises in the bow arm, it often originates in the elbow and is caused
by the student trying to stop the bow by clenching the arm just above the elbow. It can be
helpful for the teacher to guide the student’s bow so that he can feel a tension-free stroke
in his arm. Kreitman suggests beginning this guided bowing exercise when “Twinkle,
Variation A” is first learned. Kreitman places his left hand over the child’s bow hand and
“drives” the bow. Kreitman says,
In this stage, I notice that the child will be trying to “help” me bow. There is a
feeling that we are both trying to drive the bow at the same time. This is normal,
and I encourage the child to let go, relax, and allow me to “drive the bow” while
he “goes along for the ride”. I continue to exercise the bow hand to the rhythm of
Twinkle until I feel that the child has completely released his hand to mine and
that there is no tension in the bow arm. At this point we have achieved stage two,
and the child can feel the pattern I am creating for him. We want to repeat this
exercise many times.13
This idea of guiding the bow is so interesting to me because, although I have used
it as a teaching tool, I have always felt that I should not. Somehow, I believed that the
child should be able to move the bow by himself, and therefore it would be wrong for me
to help him. I am pleased with the discovery that a teacher with much more experience
than I has used the technique of guided bowing for young students successfully. I now
believe that the technique could prevent problems of tension from arising all together. To
13
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continue with the exercise, the student must progress to stage three, in which the teacher
alternates guiding the bow and allowing the student to play by himself. In this stage, the
child is asked to focus on whether his turn playing the rhythm sounds, feels, and looks
like the teacher’s. It is through this process that he learns to “drive the bow” by himself.14
The role of the parent
After physical tension, a lack of support from the parent at home is the second
most common reason students struggle to practice. Involvement from a designated parent
is an essential part of successful practicing. Part of priority teaching is asking for good
follow-up at home. A young student is not able to follow through with his assignment
very well without help from a practice parent. One of the core principles of the Suzuki
Method is the “Suzuki Triangle” of student, parent, and teacher (Figure 4.1). Not all
methods encourage parent participation, and some teachers might rather have the parent
wait outside, but unless the student is particularly motivated, he will need guidance at
home. Most parents are not uninvolved because they do not care. It is more likely that
they have not been given the information they need, or encouraged in the right way.

Figure 4.1. The Suzuki Triangle. Paula Bird, “Dear Suzuki Parent (an Open Letter to
Parents),” Teach Suzuki: A Resource for Teachers and Parents with a Focus on the
Suzuki Method, February 14, 2013, accessed September 10, 2015,
http://teachsuzuki.blogspot.com/2013/02/dear-suzuki-parent-open-letter-to.html.
14
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The parent’s role in practicing is often implied, but not always clearly discussed
with the teacher. Most teachers surveyed have regular conversations with the parents of
their students about practice requirements, but only 35% of teachers said they give
written resources to the parents. Edward Kreitman wrote a whole book of information for
his students’ parents: Teaching from the Balance Point. It was written to help parents
understand the learning process and give them guidance on how to interact with their
violin student. Many of the parents of my students have chosen to be involved somewhat
in their child’s practice time, but their level of involvement has been decided according to
their family priorities. This makes sense if I have not specified another way. In my own
studio I plan to make a change and begin the first lesson by talking with the parent,
giving clear expectations, and sharing written resources that explain her role as the
practice parent. Every parent wants the best for her child, and often if she is told what
will help her child make the most of her lessons, the parent will be willing to do it.
Parents are financially invested, but because many other activities involve dropping
children off and getting some much needed alone time, it is important that the violin
teacher clarify how music lessons are different.
If the child is taking lessons in a Suzuki school, the parent will be told that she is
the teacher at home. In that situation, the parent might be invited to sit in a special chair,
close to the teacher, during the lesson. The teacher should allow the parent to try an
assigned activity so that she understands what to do at home. In the lesson, the parent’s
role is different than at home. Part of the initial meeting would be to communicate how
she should interact during the lesson, listening and not commenting or disciplining her
child, and how she should act at home. During the lesson, parents should remember that
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“silence is golden ... it is really very difficult for the child to get suggestions or directions
from two people at the same time.”15 Of course, the parent should ask questions of the
teacher when there is a pause, but I have had experiences with parents who interrupt
while I am giving instruction, and that is very distracting for the student and interferes
with the flow of the lesson.
Since the parent is the teacher at home, her role shifts during practice time to the
one who gives direction and asks for or reminds about specific assignments. The role of
home teacher is very different from that of the parent who says, “Now, go practice.” Can
you imagine, if every parent were this involved, how the practice time would change?
Firstly, it would be more likely to happen, and secondly, it has the potential to be far
more productive. The parent’s role is to create a musical environment by playing the
reference recording and taking the child to concerts, and to practice the assignment with
the child.16 The parent’s attendance at the lesson and involvement in home practice is key
to the child’s success.
One of the survey questions asked when it is appropriate for a student to attend
lessons by himself and when the parent should begin to assign more responsibility for
practicing independently to the student. Teachers mentioned varying ages from ten years
old to high school age. One teacher even said that seven years old was old enough, but
the one thing consistently mentioned by respondents was that maturity is more important
than age. With the exception of a few teachers who seemed to have strict policies on
15
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parent attendance, most teachers were glad if the parent was keeping the student
accountable for practice time. This is a sad situation to me, because students are capable
of excellent practice with some hands on help. Respondents said things like, “parents get
busy and just stop helping,” and “Most parent[s] should be more involved than they
are.”17 It is important to create a system for educating parents on their role at home. I plan
to give a copy of Edward Kreitman’s Teaching from the Balance Point to the parent of
each new student who enters my studio. Teachers could develop their own literature
based on individual priorities as well, but it is essential that parents receive more than a
quick explanation on the importance of practicing.
The environment at home
There are a few things about the home environment that, if understood, could
make the practice situation much more appealing to the child. When I imagine one of my
students practicing at home, I try to picture the room she might be in and what the
surroundings look like. An image appears in my mind of a child with many siblings who
are running around the living room, laughing and playing, the music stand situated so that
the television is in view, and the child trying to practice. I also imagine the mother in the
kitchen, perhaps making dinner, while occasionally calling out for the siblings to keep
their voices down. I don’t think this image is too far from the truth for some of my
students. This would be a negative practice environment since there are many distractions
and the parent is not working directly with the child.
William and Constance Starr, long-time Suzuki teachers and parents who raised
musical children, discuss what a positive home environment would look like. In contrast
to what I described above, William Starr suggests that the child should not even face a
17
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window if there might be something distracting outside, and that there should be minimal
aural distractions. Perhaps the ideal place is the child’s bedroom, with a small carpet to
indicate where to stand and the music stand facing an unadorned wall. Starr calls this “the
where.” He describes “the when” as a regular time that the child can anticipate as part of
a routine. Consistency is just as important as a distraction free location.18 The practice
environment is important enough to be discussed with the parent. Rather than assuming
the student has found a good place for productive practice, the teacher should ask
questions about home practice so as to discover what might be a simple solution.
The problem of busyness
When priorities are made and parents are educated, there is one thing that can still
prevent the best laid plans from being carried out: busyness. One might not think a sixyear-old child could be “too busy” to do her violin homework, but almost every survey
respondent mentioned busyness as a major factor in practice problems. One of my
students came to her lesson one day out of breath, late, and unprepared. Her father spoke
a single sentence that altered my perspective on the six-year-olds of our day. “She is
really stressed out right now,” he said. He then listed at least seven activities she was
involved in. I didn’t know what to say. Of course, my desire would be to educate this
father on what it means to be overcommitted, and especially to communicate that
choosing to create a “stressed out” six-year-old was probably not a good idea. I did not
feel it was my place, however, to speak into this family’s personal life. The story
illustrates a point, though. Many students are in this same situation, involved in multiple
activities such as swimming, gymnastics, ballet, art, etc. My desire is to see every child
pursue her passion, but it is unrealistic to think that a child can do more than one of these
18
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things to the best of her ability. In reality, she is likely doing all of them poorly, as in the
case of my student.
The issue of busyness is directly connected to communicating expectations to the
parent. If the parent understands the level of commitment it will take for the child to
become good at the violin, she may reconsider how many things that child can handle. A
teacher who has high standards, expects regular practice, and teaches in a way that fosters
a good practice environment will either save a parent much hassle in the pursuit of too
many activities, or she will save herself the trouble of teaching a student who doesn’t
have a chance of progressing. The question I asked in the survey was, “In the past, if one
of your students consistently did not practice well for several months at a time, and there
were no personal/family issues playing a part, what type of musical issue were they
having?” Although some respondents listed musical issues, this question was answered
differently than I intended, with many respondents discussing the issue of time
management. One person said:
For most of my students with practice problems, it has been because the parent
was not budgeting their time well and was expecting the child to make the time
for themselves by using their free time to practice, often without being told.
Sometimes I have had parents who want to teach their child responsibility by
putting them in charge of finding their own practice time, and I find that this
rarely works.19
This, combined with a child being overscheduled, is a recipe for disaster. With
very limited free time, what child will choose to practice? Rest and play time are
important, and it will be that much more difficult for a child to want to practice when
those are limited. There was one teacher who said she had never had a problem with her
students not practicing consistently. Her answer points back to the parent. “I have not had
19
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this experience. Parent education at the beginning is key,”20 she said. This statement
supports the idea that when parents understand the commitment and are able to create an
environment and a schedule for their child, successful practicing can happen.
The student does not know what to do
Let us assume that the parent is on board with being the “teacher” at home and
that the student’s schedule allows for regular practice time. At that point, the student who
still struggles to practice may simply not understand what to do. What should she play?
How many times? At what speed? Not knowing how to break things down was
mentioned by several respondents. That comes back to the teacher building the “tool box”
as the student progresses.
Assignments should be very specific. For example, when observing Edward
Kreitman teach I often heard him say things such as “Now you will need to go home and
repeat that one hundred times,” or “Your assignment is to listen to your piece twenty
times before the next lesson.” Those kinds of specific directions tell the student exactly
what to do. As she grows as a violinist, she will begin to do those things on her own. She
might discover a new problem spot and realize that she needs to figure out the problem,
then practice it slowly ten or twenty times to improve it. The skill of correct repetition
and diagnosing a problem has become one of her “tools.”
Part of learning to diagnose a problem is being taught how to listen. Kreitman
uses a diagram called “The Listening Loop” (Figure 4.2) to explain the process. Self
evaluation may come naturally to a few children, but most need to be taught how to listen
and evaluate. Even a child who follows instructions will repeat things while focusing on
how she feels, without paying attention to what she sounds like. Many children mentally
20
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“check out” all together when repeating their practice assignment, which leads to little or
no progress.

Figure 4.2. The Listening Loop. Edward Kreitman, Teaching with an Open Heart: A
Guide to Developing Conscious Musicianship for Suzuki Parents, Teachers, and Students
(Western Springs, IL: Western Springs School of Talent Education, 2010), 43.

There is a process to learning how to recognize different sounds and what they
mean (i.e. a scratchy tone means the bow is not parallel to the bridge or is pressing too
hard). With each interaction in the lesson, students learn how to self-evaluate as the
teacher evaluates for them. If the teacher is aware of the process, she can turn the
evaluation toward the student by asking questions some of the time, and providing
evaluations at others. For example, “What caused your tone to be scratchy just now?” and
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another time, “Remember, when your bow slides sideways toward the bridge, you will
create a scratchy tone.” A combination of assisted evaluation and thought-provoking
questions will teach the student how to work on her own at home. Isn’t this the goal after
all? As students get older and become better at the violin, their practice time will be far
more successful if they have learned to self evaluate. In an article on developing student
autonomy, Graham McPhail points out that “autonomy is a key ingredient ... in the
development of intrinsic motivation.” In other words, if teachers want their students to
practice well, students must learn to diagnose problems, evaluate, and strategize
solutions. McPhail calls this “self-regulation,” which means that the student is able to
take “responsibility for and ownership of the learning process.”21
Developing musical intention
Students sometimes become discouraged with practicing in the second and third
year of their lessons, when they reach a level at which the music has many notes and
phrases and requires musical intention in order for it to be interesting. Without a plan or
shape, the music is simply an overwhelming number of notes and facts to remember. In
contrast, if there is intention behind it, the multitude of facts such as bowings, rhythms,
dynamics, etc. suddenly become easier to remember and practice. I came to this
conclusion during my teacher training for Suzuki’s Violin School, volume 3 with Edward
Kreitman. During the training, Kreitman shared that his entire purpose in volume 3 is to
teach musical intention. He does this by teaching students to sing the words “here” and
“there” for arrival notes, and any other words such as “this goes to” or “these go down
to” for the moving notes. When a student understands that every note is either in motion
Graham J. McPhail, “Developing Student Autonomy in the One-to-One Music
Lesson,” International Journal of Music Education 31 (June 2013): 160, accessed February 11,
2014, http://ijm.sagepub.com/content/31/2/160.
21

119

or an arrival, the piece begins to make sense and becomes much easier to sing and to
learn, especially from memory. Kreitman says: “Every note in the piece is either taking
you somewhere or is the note to which you are being taken ... Initially, the students will
begin to learn how to shape a phrase or create a line by imitating the sounds that they
hear on the recording or by imitating their teacher [this happens in Suzuki’s volume 1 and
2]. Eventually, the student starts to take the initiative in this area.”22 Developing the skill
of musical intention is important to keeping a student motivated because it fosters a much
deeper interest in the music.
How to Motivate Students to Practice
Once a student understands what it means to practice, knows what to do, and has
a proper setup, he will probably need some form of external motivation. The three
primary means of motivation are practice charts and challenges, parental involvement at
home brought on by effective communication between the teacher and parent, and use of
technology as a practicing aid. In the survey I asked what kind of charts were sent home
with students to encourage practicing, what teachers do when a student does not practice,
and what kind of technology teachers use to encourage practice. I will also discuss ways
in which the parent can create a positive practice environment at home.
Practice charts and challenges
Most of the teachers surveyed included a detailed example of their practice
instructions. Based on the survey, most teachers believe specific notes, whether written
by the teacher or parent, are important to good practice. Many of the teachers stated that
they use some type of practice chart. While a few did not use any kind of chart or simply
expected the parent to take notes, most seemed to agree that having something to check
22

Kreitman, Teaching from the Balance Point, 60.
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off was helpful. The format of a written practice chart may vary among teachers, but the
concept of a place to write each assignment and check boxes or an area to mark of what
has been accomplished was consistently mentioned in the responses. For older students,
around age ten or above depending on maturity, a list of review pieces, scales, listening,
repertoire and a current technique they are working on are useful since students can
manage more at that age. Respondents suggested sticker charts for young students, age
six to ten. The sticker chart would be a simple one with a space for each day, or possibly
for two to three repetition assignments. Of course, there are endless variations of practice
charts, but what is important is that the student has a visual representation of what he has
done each week. It should be easy to see if he has accomplished much, or if he has not
practiced at all. Whether that affects him depends upon his personality and the
involvement of his parents, but it is a start.
Accountability within the studio can be a great incentive for practice. When asked
what to do when students do not practice, most teachers essentially said the same thing:
“Charts, asking parents to come up with some rewards, having studio competitions and
visible charts.”23 The visible charts and competitions are key here. It can be extremely
effective to hold a practice challenge to encourage friendly competition and to give
students some positive peer pressure. Kreitman gives an example of this type of challenge
in his chapter on listening. He mentions the “BIG EAR contest” held at his school each
fall, during which a large chart was hung on the wall in his studio with the name of each
student. Each week he asked students to tell him how many times they had listened to the
reference recording, then for fifteen sides of the recording (he is referring to the cassette
23
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tape), a student would earn one “BIG EAR” drawn on the chart by his name. This
challenge gave teachers and parents a fun excuse to ask how many times the student had
listened each week, and students had the opportunity to win a prize at the end.24 The
reward was small and the goal was long-term since the contest ran all semester, but a bit
of friendly competition served to motivate his students to do an essential task: listening.
Several respondents to the survey mentioned the “100 Days of Practice” chart,
which requires consecutive days of practice. This concept could also be used as a tool for
competition or an individual challenge to a student. One teacher suggested that students
could make up for missing a day by having a listening session. This might overwhelm
some students, but it could be extremely motivational to others. In that case, having an
understanding of each student’s personality can help the teacher to decide what will work
for him. Other charts exist with one hundred stars or gum balls that children could color
in each time a bow hold is made or a “Twinkle” is played.
These types of charts were mentioned in the survey as being helpful to young
students, especially when the chart’s completion resulted in a small prize. There was only
one teacher who responded that “candy”25 was the answer. Although she was a group
class teacher, I disagree with this approach because it is an external reward that only
requires good behavior. It also presents the problem of providing sugar to someone else’s
child, which the parent may not approve of. When a student receives a reward for one
hundred days of practice or doing his listening for a week, the effort was so much greater
than good behavior for one hour. I believe students will rise to the standard to which the
teacher holds them.
24
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On a deeper level, students should eventually learn to develop internal motivation.
By requiring them to set long-term goals and achieve them in order to earn an external
reward, the student will see the result of a week of listening fifteen times a day, or a
month of consistent practice. Once he sees the resulting progress, that forward
momentum will become the reward. He will learn that becoming better at the violin,
playing with skill, and advancing are themselves rewards.
I have created some examples of practice charts that include exercises and
assignments mentioned in this document (see Appendices B, C, and D). I have noticed
that the parents of my students are often overwhelmed and need a clear idea of what to
work on at home. I included a section at the bottom of the practice chart to write a
thought that can define the week’s practice. That way, the parent knows what the priority
is. Often there is something that I want my student to pay attention to in every piece, such
as keeping left hand in alignment. I would write such a priority at the bottom of the
practice chart. Other skills might be addressed using a game, which would be one of the
weekly assignments. Listening is also included as an assignment since it is likely to be
forgotten if it is considered an extra or optional task.
Group class
I would like to briefly mention one element unique to the Suzuki method that
plays an important role in motivation. Students who study at a Suzuki program take part
in a weekly group class which has three primary functions: to reinforce the skills that are
being developed in the private lesson, to develop and improve ensemble skills such as
listening and adjusting to others, and to provide a social element to the study of the
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violin.26 The last is an especially important part of motivating students to practice. Often,
the group is a student’s favorite time of the week. He can see other students his age
playing similar pieces, or even playing at a higher level, and be inspired and encouraged.
The group class provides a combination of healthy competition and positive motivation.
Involvement of the parent
Because young children are not ready to schedule and manage their own practice
time, the parents should be involved in the same way that they are in the homework
which needs to be done every night. In response to the question of how to motivate
students to practice, the teachers of young students said things such as, “I have a
conference with the parent and make sure they are making time for practicing with their
child as a part of their daily routine,” and “for very young students, the responsibility for
setting practicing habits lies with the parents. I give parents explicit instructions about
what to do, and how to do it, and have them demonstrate in the lesson that they
understand what I'm asking them to do.”27 The respondents who seemed to have little to
no trouble with their students practicing were the teachers who had strict requirements for
parents and communicated them well. I even had a few say things like, “My students
practice. The parents are instructed and continuously coached on how to approach this
routine at home.”28 Based on the survey answers, teachers who gave clear expectations to
the parents and had regular communication were the most successful in getting students
to practice. Perhaps this is more simple than it is often made out to be. The parent is at

Edward Kreitman, “Suzuki Violin, Unit 1” (lecture, PhoenixPhest Grande, Eastern
Michigan University, August 2, 2015).
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home every day with the child, so she is the one who can enforce practice. Young
children, unless they are very afraid of disappointing the teacher, are not likely to choose
practice over playing outside when they have not developed the skill of long-term goal
setting yet. Teachers need the parents on board for the child to be successful at home.
Technology
Technology has changed much since I was a child taking violin lessons. One had
to purchase a cassette recorder to record the lesson, and the sound quality was not very
good. Although there are distractions that come along with technological advances,
recording and listening devices are now so much better and more easily accessible. Many
of my students, as young as age eight, have a smart phone themselves. If not, the parent
likely has one. Since the iPhone seems to be the most common, I will use that as an
example. In the survey, I asked what type of technology teachers use to encourage
practice or as part of assignments. The most common answer was the use of smart phones
or other devices to audio- or video-record the lesson. Several teachers said they use their
phone to take a picture of proper bow grip or video a small section and send to the parent.
Some students take notes on a tablet or are asked to email the teacher a practice
summary. This depends on the age of the student of course, but an older student in middle
or high school could easily send lesson notes to the teacher.
Another common answer to the question of technology was the use of metronome
and tuning apps. This is not a new practice technique, but what has changed is the ease of
access, and perhaps the fact that it is a bit more fun to use the metronome when it’s an
app. Many applications are colorful and have different blinking lights and sounds to
choose from. One example is the Tunable application in the AppleApp Store. Its tuner
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has a bright green line down the middle that shows hot pink on either side when the note
is flat or sharp and the metronome flashes green or pink on the beat, depending on the
setting. This and other apps are more visually interesting, and if a child is allowed limited
use of such technology it might feel like a treat. An application called Tempo Slow allows
for songs to be imported from iTunes. It can be used to slow down a “Twinkle” variation
so that the student can play along under tempo. Slowing a piece down might have been
possible before, but it is certainly much more easily done now, and the app is free.
This is not to say that all teachers love technology. Several responded that they
prefer paper, or that they believed it distracted from playing enough in the lesson and at
home. Many did advocate the use of YouTube to hear reference recordings and listen to
different performers, even if that was their only use of technology. If there is one thing
that most teachers agreed upon, it was that recording the lessons, making recordings for
their students, and teaching the students to record themselves was a very useful tool. One
teacher said, “I encourage them to record themselves and listen to the recording. We learn
so much by recording and self-teaching. I also have a parent make a video of them
playing a polished piece and have them listen to it once with their music, once with the
full score and once listening and watching the video to get different perspectives.”29 The
teacher should explain what to listen for depending on the type of equipment being used.
If the student is using a poor quality audio recorder, for example, he should listen for
phrasing and intonation rather than tone.
Teachers also mentioned that there are various music theory programs for desktop
computers. I also found a game application for iPhone called “Noteworks” which could
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help with theory and note reading. If the teacher uses good judgment and doesn’t
overemphasize technology, it can be a very useful tool for learning and practice.
Tension and poor practice
One might ask whether it is tension and discomfort that causes poor practice or
whether neglecting to practice when a problem of tension arises causes a student to
become tense beyond repair. The former has been discussed, and it is an important
question to consider. However, the idea that neglecting to work out an area of tension
perpetuates the problem could point toward an even greater solution. Teachers must be
well versed in technique and posture as described by Galamian, Flesch, and others, in
order to teach students in a way that prevents problems from developing. Teachers should
also be prepared, again using the wisdom of the master teachers, to deal with problems
when they arise. Both are necessary to developing students who have proper alignment,
posture, and technique.
Perhaps our perspective needs some work. Are we teaching students with a vision
of them as professionals, or just providing an activity to add to their already busy
schedules? All students should be given the chance to develop to their fullest potential. In
order for them to do so, teachers must hold them to the highest standards of posture and
technique. Whether a student goes on to study music in college or to a performance
career, or they become skilled at the violin then pursue another career, they will have
gained the personal growth that comes from committing to excellence. The ability to do
so begins with the focus of the teacher.
That said, one cannot pull this off without being fun, engaging, and sometimes
even entertaining. Holding students to a high standard can cause them to move more
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slowly through the repertoire than they would like. To keep the student engaged, each
new skill or exercise must be presented as something special. For example, when I return
to a piece the student has already learned, such as variation A of “Twinkle,” and add a
new skill, I say, “Now I am going to show you something new that you can do when you
play ‘Twinkle.’ This is something advanced students do that you are now ready to try.”
When a new skill is presented as a privilege, something only “older” students get to do,
or a fun new way to play an old piece, students are often excited to try it.
A student who is four years old might need a prop or a “friend” to come to his
lesson. One of my students has been visited several times by a Captain America action
figure. When he is asked to point his scroll at Captain America, he usually complies. He
then goes home and asks Iron Man to watch him practice. The important thing when
using a prop or game is to keep the focus on the skill. The student might not know the
difference, but it is all too easy for the teacher to forget the purpose of the game and
simply entertain. There is no benefit from this kind of activity. If the teacher can use a
game or prop and stay focused on the goal, then it becomes a helpful tool.
Finding a way to motivate students to practice efficiently is one of the greatest
challenges that music teachers face. Every student is unique, but these are some viable
solutions that have worked for teachers and, if implemented consistently, will help
students move towards successful practice time.
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CHAPTER 5
CONCLUSION

I began this project with the goal of helping my students learn to practice well. Through
the research of historical sources and the survey which I sent to fifty private music
teachers, mostly violinists, I discovered that the problem of practicing is a universal one.
I expected a wide variety of answers to the questions regarding why students do not
practice, but I was surprised to find a common theme. One might assume that being too
busy, having uninvolved parents, or not understanding the assignment would be the
primary cause of poor practice. Although these reasons did play a part according to most
teachers, the primary reason students did not practice was something else entirely. Most
teachers surveyed said that students who did not practice well, or at all, had problems of
tension, poor posture, bad setup, and improper technique. In general, feeling
uncomfortable on the violin due to these issues was the primary cause of problems with
practicing among their students.
The solution to the issue of tension is two-fold. First, teachers must prioritize
posture and technique as described by Galamian, Flesch, and other historical sources,
teaching in a way that prevents tension from ever developing. Second, teachers should be
prepared to help their students with issues of technique and tension by understanding
what the foundational elements of posture, bow hand, and left hand technique are, and
through exercises that deal with specific issues common to violinists. The Suzuki method,
a unique and well organized curriculum, can be successfully used to teach the technique
of Galamian and Flesch to the highest standard. When Suzuki’s philosophy was first
brought to the United States in the 1960’s it was so different than traditional teaching that
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the two were put on separate planes. One was either a traditional teacher or a Suzuki
teacher. After more than fifty years of Suzuki tradition in America, I would like to
suggest that Suzuki’s method is an ideal way to teach “traditional” technique.
Many college violin professors would say that they spend most of their time
correcting problems developed when their students were young. Perhaps this is caused by
parents and some teachers viewing violin as yet another activity. Not all young students
in American study using the Suzuki method, but many do. Students need to be taught
real, solid technique from the beginning. If a teacher is too focused on activities that
engage the student without keeping the purpose and priorities at the forefront, the student
will have much work to do should he decide to pursue music beyond high school. I do not
believe any teacher would do this intentionally, but the misconception that violin must be
fun has taken away some of the seriousness that came with the traditional way of
teaching. I believe that studying the violin can both be held to a high standard and be
enjoyable. Suzuki’s method provides fun, memorable pieces through which to learn the
violin, but it is also a well-thought-out curriculum that covers the progression of violin
techniques. Teachers need only to educate themselves on the writings of Galamian and
Flesch to be prepared to teach with a vision of excellence.
Technique as described by Galamian and Flesch is the kind that creates
professional musicians if fostered correctly. Each teacher must have the knowledge to
read between the lines of the Suzuki curriculum and know when to prepare a technique or
give a supplemental exercise. She must examine the repertoire in light of that knowledge
in order to train her students with a vision of proper form and tension-free playing.
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Galamian and Flesch’s ideas fit naturally with the Suzuki curriculum. They are, in fact,
the backbone which supports good violin playing through Suzuki’s body of work.
After studying with Kreitman, I began to think about my own teaching and
consider my priorities. I evaluated my priorities based on how I structured a typical
lesson. I quickly realized that my number one priority had been “teaching notes and
bowings to new pieces.”1 I needed to flip my priorities upside down and create a new
system. The reason teaching notes and bowings is listed last according to Kreitman is
because of the philosophy of learning by ear that is emphasized in the Suzuki method. If
students are able to learn the notes by listening to the reference recording, the teacher can
spend the lesson working on technique and only a few minutes helping the student with
notes and bowings. The system can continue for three to five years, and only shifts when
the student begins to work on reading music in the lesson. Even then, the student would
learn the piece at home with a combination of listening and reading.
I realized that if my students could hear the piece and figure out the notes on their
own I could begin to spend my lesson time on technique. My students quickly adjusted to
this lesson structure. They began to prepare the notes ahead of time and became used to
working on one or two techniques using review pieces for most of the lesson. This was a
huge shift for me as a teacher as well. Instead of allowing problems of tension to develop,
then struggling to fix them later, the prevention of any kind of physical tension became
my priority. Whereas before I would have heard a student play all five variations on
“Twinkle” just to keep the lesson interesting, I now spend twenty minutes just on
variation A, focusing on bow technique.

1

Edward Kreitman, Teaching from the Balance Point: A Guide for Suzuki Parents,
Teachers, and Students (Western Springs, IL: Edward Kreitman, 1998), 9.
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It is clear from the survey responses that many teachers struggle with the problem
of practicing. It was immensely helpful to be able to teach during the writing of this
document. I was able to try ideas with my students and think about the priorities listed as
I observed their set up. At one point I became overwhelmed with the notion that my
students did not measure up to what I was setting as a standard in the document. I came to
realize that there must be a balance between setting a standard and adjusting based on a
student’s needs. The ideal amount of time to set up a student may be one year, but there
are students who could accomplish that in six months and others who would need two or
three years. There are so many variables since each student is a unique person whose
environment, learning style, physical skills, and mental capabilities all play a part.
Students and teachers alike must constantly adjust, problem solve, and look at the set up
or technique from a different perspective. The suggestions in this document are meant to
encourage, inspire, and hopefully set an ideal to which teachers can aspire while handling
each student’s situation with a spirit of grace and flexibility.
Recommendations for Future Research
Most violinists are familiar with Carl Flesch, Ivan Galamian, Simon Fischer and
others whose opinions were discussed in the document. Likewise, many teachers know of
the Suzuki method or use it in their own teaching. I do not pretend to have introduced a
new concept of technique, but I do believe the ideas presented are centered around a new
goal: the marriage of the Suzuki method with traditional technique. Since the purpose of
the document is to solve the problem of students not practicing, it is specifically designed
for the teacher who can identify with this issue. My hope for this document is that new
teachers might be spared the confusion I faced and learn right away the proper sequence
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for set up and the first year of lessons. I also hope that experienced teachers would gain a
new perspective on the primary reasons behind practice problems.
In chapters two and three I discuss common problems of the left hand and bow
hand. Teachers might use these examples to work with specific students. I highly
encourage teachers to look into Simon Fischer’s books to expand their knowledge of
practice solutions. A teacher might also take the common problems of left hand and bow
hand technique and expand on them to create a list of her own. I believe all of the
common problems listed in chapters two and three could be researched further. Since
these technical problems are multifaceted, perhaps a detailed practice method for each
one could be created. There is much room for research and exploration in the area of
helping students practice well.
I also propose that a supplemental course be created to help teachers understand
how technique as described by Galamian, Flesch, and others fits within the Suzuki
curriculum. I would like to train other teachers to see how traditional technique could be
taught through the Suzuki repertoire. This might include a clarification of terms since
there are many things taught within the Suzuki method that are called by names no one
outside the method would understand. There are many teachers who have not had to
opportunity to pursue their training at the graduate level. This does not diminish their
skill as teachers, but perhaps some gaps could be filled by a course that includes
Galamian’s ideas and other traditional standards of technique. It is my hope that the
Suzuki teachers of my generation will bring the focus back to foundational technique and
hold their students to the highest standards.
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There is also more work that could be done to educated teachers on the common
problems they will face. Teachers need written resources to address issues that prevent or
impair practicing and deal with specific techniques to help students practice well.
Although Fischer’s Basics is an exceptional resource for students and teachers, there is a
need for more materials that are specifically related to practicing. Fischer deals with
specific practice techniques, but one must first address the fundamental question of what
successful practice actually looks like.
The problems that prevent good practice must be clearly defined. Kreitman’s
Teaching from the Balance Point does this well, and is a unique perspective since it was
written from his experience and for his studio. This document sets forth my goals as a
teacher. It is unique in that it presents a discussion on the teacher/parent relationship,
home environment, and non-technical problems as well as an outline of the foundational
technique and set up. It considers both the technical and relational elements of good
teaching and therefore is an ideal resource for teachers. It is my hope that teachers will
gain a better understanding of both the problems related to practicing and their solutions,
and go on to develop successful and independent students.
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APPENDIX A
SURVEY
1. When you encounter a student who does not practice, how do you enforce/motivate
that student to meet the minimum practice time requirement?
2. What types of practice charts, motivational charts (such as sticker charts) or record
keeping devices do you send home with your students, if any, to keep track of your their
weekly practice time?
3. Please give an example of the written practice instructions for one day's worth of
practice given to your student, with as much detail as you normally provide the student.
(If you would like to give a more detailed example, please feel free to email it to
jlmadera@memphis.edu)
4. In private lessons, what kind of consequences are enforced if the student has not met
the minimum practice requirement?
a. The student must practice for part of the lesson, either in front of the teacher or
with the teacher out of the room.
b. The student must spend lesson time reviewing instead of progressing.
c. The student must work on scales or etudes instead of their piece.
d. No consequences are enforced.
e. The student is reminded of the requirement and encouraged to meet it next
week.
5. What kind, if any, of technology do you use to encourage practicing or as part of
practice assignments at home? Please include means of tracking practice, music games
and apps, and any type of recording devices.
6. Parents often begin to assign more responsibility to their children as they get older. At
what age or level do you believe it is no longer necessary for the parent to be present and
active in their child's practice time? What factors do you consider when determining this?
7. How much time, if any, is spent communicating with the parent so that they clearly
understand the practice requirement?
a. One conversation at the start of the year
b. Regular conversations including open discussions are had with the parent.
c. No time
d. Written resources are given to the parent
8. In the past, if one of your students consistently did not practice well for several months
at a time, and there were no personal/family issues playing a part, what type of musical
issue were they having? (ex. they could not read music, they didn't know how to budget
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their time, they did not know what to practice, they didn't have enough tools or know
how to break things down)
9. How do you believe expectations (relating to practice time, behavior during the lesson,
and level of commitment) should be communicated to the student?
a. The weekly practice instructions that I give are enough to communicate the
expectations.
b. Through body language and subversive messages such as expressing
disappointment when expectations are not met.
c. Expectations should be clearly communicated with words when the student first
starts lessons, and reinforced on a regular basis.
d. Expectations should be primarily communicated to the parent, who will pass
them on to the student.
10. Not every student has the same goals in mind. Music may play a significant part in
the future of some, while some students will never play their instrument after high school.
How would you teach a student who expressed a desire to pursue a musical career vs. one
who you could see did not have a natural gift? Would your expectations be different for
the two types of student?
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APPENDIX B
PRACTICE CHART FOR THE FIRST YEAR

Task:

How many times per day?

Make a bow hold:
1. Place each finger on mom’s hand
or the bow
2. Make the bow hold gentle

10 times on mom’s finger
10 times on the bow

Play the “taka, taka stop stop”
rhythm on A string

40 times

Touch and drop game

10 times

Clap each of the five “Twinkle”
rhythms from variations A, B, C, D,
and E

10 times each
(Mom claps then you clap
each time)

Listen to the CD with violin in
position

2 minutes at a time
5 times

Listen to the volume 1 CD (before
bed, in the car, during play time,
etc.)

5 times

The “counting game”
1. Step out and show mom your violin
2. Turn it upside down
3. Make room under your chin
4. Cover up your shoulder with the
violin

10 times

Done

Note: how far
could you listen?
Name the piece.

Thought of the week: Be sure the violin covers up the entire shoulder area
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APPENDIX C
PRACTICE CHART FOR TWINKLE LEVEL

Task:

How many times per day?

Make a bow hold:
1. Place each finger on the bow
2. Make the bow hold gentle

40 times

Done

*Have mom hold the bow for you

Play the “taka taka stop, stop
Twinkle”

5 times

*Remember to use the bow “playground”

Touch and drop game

10 times

Play each of the five “Twinkle”
variations (A, B, C, D, and E)

1 time each

Listen to the CD and sing along

2 minutes

Listen to “Lightly Row” (before
bed, in the car, during play time,
etc.)

3 times

Play your A major scale and
arpeggio

2 times with each “Twinkle”
rhythm

Note: how far
could you sing
along? Name the
piece.

Thought of the week: Keep your left hand thumb from peeking over the fingerboard
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APPENDIX D
PRACTICE CHART FOR AN INTERMEDIATE STUDENT

Task:

Minutes

Review - play through as many
pieces as you can.
10 minutes
*Keep the bow parallel to the bridge and
connected to the string

Practice spots in your working
piece

15 minutes

Tonalization exercise:
1. 4 staccato bows per note
2. 2 staccato bows per note
3. 1 long, slow bow per note

Play each way two times

Listen ahead to the end of Book 2

10 minutes

Sight reading

5 minutes

Thought of the week: Listen for a ringing tone.
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How much did I
do?

APPENDIX E
PERMISSION LETTER
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